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ABSTRACT 
 
 
This thesis examines the images of hatted women in the early 1900s among Paris-based 
artists, when the fast pace of the fashion industry and changing media revolutionised the 
image of a fashionable woman. The first chapter examines the hat in portraiture of the early 
twentieth century, in both academic and avant-garde art, with emphasis on the depiction of 
glamour, and how a woman’s identity might be altered by a hat. It draws a comparison 
between commercial portraiture, and portraits of women by avant-garde artists. The second 
chapter addresses the images of the popular Montmartre dance hall, the Moulin de la Galette, 
both in paintings and in print media. The focus is on the “fantasy,” whereby a temporary and 
alternative identity is created for a woman through her headgear. The final chapter examines 
the evolution of the hat to its largest and most elaborate state at Parisian horse-racing events, 
addressing the obsession with size, and the environmental impact of the millinery trade in its 
pursuit of ever-increasing grandeur. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
PARIS AND THE BIRTH OF HAUTE COUTURE 
“La toilette est l’expression de la société.” [Honoré 
de Balzac, in Traite de la vie élégante, 1830] 
 
In the 1850s, while employed by the Maison Gagelin in Paris,1 Charles Frederick Worth 
introduced the creation of a model garment: for the first time a customer could see what the 
garment would look like before it was created.2 By this time Paris already had competing 
dressmaking houses with their own established clienteles, such as Camille Roger, Palmyre 
et Vignon, and Delatour, but never before had clients been able to see an example of a 
gown they would later wear. Seeing an opportunity, in 1858 Worth established (in 
partnership with Otto Bobergh) the first haute couture house in Paris, Worth & Bobergh,3 
with twenty staff, and targeting the upper-class female clientele with exclusive luxury 
fashion. And so, the first fashion designer – in the sense of the word familiar in the twenty 
first century – was born. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1 Brooklyn Museum, The House of Worth, (Brooklyn: Brooklyn Museum, 1962), 14. 
2 Brooklyn Museum, The House of Worth, 7. 
3 Brooklyn Museum, The House of Worth, 14. 
   
Figure 1. House of Worth, 7 rue de la Paix, Paris, 
1894. (Photo: Wikimedia Commons) 
 
Figure 2. Nadar, Photograph of the couturier 
Charles Frederick Worth, March 1895. (Photo: 
Wikimedia Commons)
 
 
The final decade of the nineteenth century saw a boom of fashion houses in Paris, with 
Worth, Callot Soeurs, Doucet and Paquin being the leading names.4 The biggest competitor 
of the House of Worth, by this time run by Charles Worth’s son Jean-Philippe,5 was the 
House of Paquin, established in 18916 and located very near Worth’s premises on the rue de 
la Paix. Its creative force was Jeanne Paquin, while her husband Isodore Paquin’s astute 
business sense added the perfect balance to her innovative fashion vision.7 Paquin employed 
two thousand people at its height, when other influential couture houses operated with a few 
hundred employees.8 Callot Soeurs, run by the daughters of an artist and a lace-maker,9 
 
4 Valerie Steele, Paris Fashion: A Cultural History, (London, New York: Bloomsbury, 2017), 1-18; Doreen 
Yarwood, Illustrated Encyclopedia of World Costume, (New York: Dover Publications, 2001), 167. 
5 Brenda Polan, Roger Trendre, The Great Fashion Designers, (Oxford, New York: Berg, 2009), 18. 
6 Valerie Steele, Women of Fashion: Twentieth Century Designers, (New York: Rizzoli, 1991), 28.  
7 April Calahan, Fashion Plates: 150 Years of Style, (New Haven, London: Yale University Press, 2015), 322; 
Polan, Trendre, The Great Fashion Designers, 18. 
8 Steele, Women of Fashion, 28. 
9 Calahan, Fashion Plates: 150 Years of Style, 342. 
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employed six hundred staff by 1900.10 Jacques Doucet rose to prominence as a couturier in 
the 1890s, building on the legacy of luxury lingerie and shirt-making beginning with his 
grandfather in 1822.11 
 
By 1900 Paris was blossoming as the fashion centre of the world. House of Paquin was the 
first to open a branch overseas in 1902, followed by Callot Soeurs in the next decade.12 At the 
same time, every fashion house had its genre, recognizable with distinguishable 
characteristics.13 Paquin’s trademark was application of lush trimmings in fur, braid and 
gold.14 Callot Soeurs’ designs were rooted in classic eighteenth-century lace reconstituted for 
modern tastes, as well as inventive combinations of lace with other materials, such a tulle, 
georgette and chiffon.15 Paul Poiret, a pupil of Doucet and the fashion “rock star” of the early 
twentieth century, abolished the Victorian corset in 1906, creating long, supple silhouettes for 
his own Fashion House, and “shackled the legs” of his willing customers in the hobble skirt 
in 1908.16 
 
  
 
10 Calahan, Fashion Plates: 150 Years of Style, 342. 
11 Jess Berry, House of Fashion: Haute Couture and the Modern Interior, (London: Bloomsbury Visual Art, 2018), 
34. 
12 Yarwood, Illustrated Encyclopedia of World Costume, 167; Calahan, Fashion Plates: 150 Years of Style, 342; 
G.J. Sumati, Elements of Fashion and Apparel Design, (New Delhi: New Age International Limited 
Publishers, 2002), 112. 
13 Julius Mendes Price, Dame Fashion: Paris-London (1786-1912), (London: Sampson Low, Marston & 
Company, 1913), 174-75. 
14 Ulrich Lehmann, Tigersprung: Fashion in Modernity, (Cambridge, MA: Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 
2000), 252-253; Yarwood, Illustrated Encyclopedia of World Costume, 167. 
15 Polan, Trendre, The Great Fashion Designers, 13-16; Yarwood, Illustrated Encyclopedia of World Costume, 
167. 
16 Paul Poiret, King of Fashion: Autobiography of Paul Poiret, (London, V&A Publishing, 2009), 36; Ilya Parkins, 
Poiret, Dior and Schiaparelli, (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2012), 47; Jill Fields, An Intimate Affair: 
Women, Lingerie, and Sensuality, (Berkeley, Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2007), 50; Harold 
Koda and Andrew Bolton, Poiret, (The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 2007), 13-14. 
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INTERCONNECTEDNESS OF FASHION AND ART 
 
The individuality and signature traits of the designs, essential elements of haute couture, 
were distinguished by the hand-sewing of the highlighted decorations of the gown. In the 
foreword to the Metropolitan Museum of Art exhibition catalogue of 1995, Philippe de 
Montebello (the museum’s director) describes haute couture as “fashion’s art of supreme 
technical mastery and virtuoso execution.”17 Indeed, the words haute couture literally 
mean “high sewing” in French.18 What sets couture apart is the quality of make, likening it 
to creating art through every stitch and fold.19 The invention of the sewing machine was 
welcomed by all couture houses, but it was only used for stitching together the base 
sections of the gown.20 Rather, the nostalgia associated with the art of hand sewing 
provided fertile ground for the associations between fashion and art. The Metropolitan 
Museum curators, Richard Martin and Harold Koda, argue that the characteristic setting 
apart haute couture is that its decorative elements are not after-thoughts, but their 
“enabling principles,”21 as in the face of growing technology, “an art of hand-sewn 
techniques arose in order to establish a distinction affiliated with an old order.”22 
 
The association between fashion and art was emphasised by couturiers mixing with artists, 
and surrounding themselves with art. Jacques Doucet was a collector of eighteenth century 
art, a collection he later sold to commission an interior of avant-garde taste, setting the 
 
17 Richard Harrison Martin and Harold Koda, Haute Couture, (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
1995), 9. 
18 Gavin Waddell, How Fashion Works: Couture, Ready-to-Wear and Mass Production, (Oxford: Blackwell 
Science, 2004), 1. 
19 Waddell, How Fashion Works, 1. 
20 Victor Arwas, Art Nouveau: The French Aesthetic, (London: Andreas Papadakis Publisher, 2002), 86; Elizabeth 
Ewing, History of 20th Century Fashion, (London: Batsford, 2008), 13. 
21 Martin, Koda, Haute Couture, 74. 
22 Martin, Koda, Haute Couture, 15. 
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benchmark for Art Deco; later he commissioned another interior in an even more avant-garde 
Modernism.”23 Jess Berry, in House of Fashion: Haute Couture and the Modern Interior, 
argues that his reputation as an art collector enhanced the reception of his garments.24  
 
An icon of twentieth century fashion, Paul Poiret, simply referred to himself as an “artist.” He 
opposed the constraints of tradition, and “appended to the haute couture a possibility of 
extreme novelty and avant-garde positioning.”25 For Poiret, haute couture was a form of 
theatre; his simplified forms and expressive colour reflected the movement towards freedom 
of expression both in fashion and in art.26 His social circle extended to the young artists such 
as André Derain, Pablo Picasso, George Braque, Marie Laurencin, Kees Van Dongen, 
Amedeo Modigliani, and Constantin Brancusi. Poiret purchased the majority of his paintings 
before the First World War, demonstrating his desire for avant-garde art as it was unfolding.27 
Poiret launched Raoul Dufy’s career in textile design.28 By 1910, he was arranging artists’ 
exhibitions, and by 1912 he was in a position to sponsor a show for Marie Laurencin and 
Robert Delaunay (the first major exhibition for each artist), and to view himself as a patron of 
“advanced tendencies in contemporary art.”29 About the same time, in 1911, George Lepape 
illustrated Poiret’s couture clothing in a deluxe catalogue, while Poiret held an exhibition of 
graphic designers in his circle, including Lepape.30 “I am an artist, not a dressmaker,” were 
 
23 Arwas, Art Nouveau, 86. 
24 Berry, House of Fashion, 34. 
25 Martin, Koda, Haute Couture, 16. 
26 Sue Roe, In Montmartre: Picasso, Matisse and Modernism in Paris, 1900-1910, (London: Penguin Books, 
2015), 50-52; Poiret, King of Fashion, 75-81; Lehnert, Gertrude. A History of Fashion in the 20th Century, 
(New York: Konemann, 2000), 14. 
27 Koda, Bolton, Poiret, 18. 
28 Koda, Bolton, Poiret, 18. 
29 Koda, Bolton, Poiret, 19. 
30 Koda, Bolton, Poiret, 19. 
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the words of the designer, “ladies come to me for a gown as they would to an artist for a 
distinguished portrait.”31 
 
Valerie Steele discusses experimentation in dress as a reflection of the Fauvist artists’ 
experimentation in colour, noting Poiret’s colour shifts from eighteenth-century refinement 
to “vivid colour” of the Fauves and “fierceness.”32 Jeanne Lanvin demonstrated an 
integration with art in her early 1900s designs, with her empire-waist chemise frocks in 
Fauvist colours, and her pre-emptive use of black and white.33 Poiret was first to treat 
fashion as a complete luxury experience, integrating fashion and interior design, promoting 
them as works of art, and even expanding his business into perfumery.34 At the same time, 
avant-garde artists were becoming involved in other aspects of the arts, pulling them away 
from their studios. George Lepape produced fashion plates for Poiret in 1911,35 while both 
Picasso (1917-1921) 36 and Matisse (1919) 37 designed costumes for the Ballet Russes. 
Marie Laurencin in 1920s designed ballet sets for both Diaghilev and Poulenc, and textiles 
for Paul Poiret and André Grouet.38 
 
 
31 Koda, Bolton, Poiret, 19. 
32 Steele, Paris Fashion, 2017, 208; Poiret, King of Fashion, 45-46. 
33 Polan, Trendre, The Great Fashion Designers, 36. 
34 Koda, Bolton, Poiret, 47; Berry, House of Fashion, 36-40. 
35 Koda, Bolton, Poiret, 19. 
36 Juliet Bellow, Modernism on Stage: The Ballet Russes and the Parisian Avant-garde, (London, New York: 
Routledge, 2016), 87-128. 
37 Bellow, Modernism on Stage, 167-208. 
38 M. Therese Southgate, The Art of JAMA: Covers and essays from the Journal of the American Medical 
Association, Volume I, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 22. 
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Figure 3. Felix Fournery, étude, Les Modes, no.70, October 1906, cover image, Bibliothèque National de 
France. (Source: Gallica, BnF) 
 
 
THE POWER OF A HAT 
Le chapeau est le plus artificiel, le moins nécessaire et cependant 
le plus puissant de tous les accessoires de mode.”39 
 
A hat was more than a mere fashion accessory. Already by the end of the nineteenth century, 
without a hat one was not fully dressed. A hat fashioned a public image for a person, and its 
meaning extended far beyond the practical function of covering the head. Valerie Steele in 
her cultural history of Parisian fashion gives an account of how women wore hats, their social 
significance and their symbolic use as social indicators, while placing them into the larger 
context of Parisian fashion.40 Hats were perched on a contraption of hair and secured with 
 
39 “The hat is the most artificial, the least necessary, and therefore the most powerful of all fashion 
accessories,” in Colin McDowell, Chapeau et la mode: fascination, charme, rang et style, (Paris: Celiv, 1994), 
25. 
40 Steele, Paris Fashion, 2017; Valerie Steele, Paris Fashion: A Cultural History, (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1988). 
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long hat-pins, often decorated with jewels or enamelled, and sometimes dangerous to passers-
by that approached the wearer too closely.41 Hats were a staple of fashion, and public places 
had to devise social etiquette rules to deal with large hats: they were there to impress, annoy, 
and everything in between.42 
 
Roland Barthes, in his seminal text Système de la Mode, argues that fashion is a language. 
His vision of fashion in terms of linguistics applies logic and algebraic relations to 
elements of fashion to create logical relationships between items of dress and occasions or 
seasons.43 To Barthes fashion is a way of facilitating communication: this could be about 
the status, wealth, taste, and aspiration of the wearer. Most scholars, however, approach 
fashion from a more artistic perspective. As Valerie Steele explains the intention of 
Charles Baudelaire’s essay The Painter of Modern Life, “fashion was the key to modernity 
[…] because it epitomised the ‘transitory’ element in beauty.”44 Michael Carter, in Putting 
a face on things: studies in imaginary materials, discusses three functions of the hat: 
protection, social convention, and the aesthetic.45 In the constraints of social etiquette – and 
at times fuelled by the social necessity of the hat – the artistry found ways to flourish. As 
Arsène Alexandre, art critic and fashion writer, put it, “[The hat] is the compliment and the 
crowning glory of the dress, its paramount flare.”46  
 
 
41 Ewing, History of 20th Century Fashion, 10. 
42 Lehnert, A History of Fashion in the 20th Century, 10; Clair Hughes, Hats, (London: Bloomsbury, 2017), 94-
119. 
43 Roland Barthes, The Fashion System, (Berkeley, Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1983), 51-55. 
44 Steele, Paris Fashion, 2017, 93-94; Charles Baudelaire, The Painter of the Modern Life and Other Essays, 
(London: Phaidon Press, 1964), 1-2. 
45 Michael Carter, “Hats, Ornament and Nature,” in Putting a Face on Things: Studies in Imaginary Materials, 
(Sydney, Power Publications, 1997), 111-153. 
46 "Le complément et le couronnement de la robe, la touche suprême," in Arsène Alexandre, Les Reines de 
l’Aiguille: Modistes et couturières (Étude Parisienne) (Théophile Bélin, Paris, 1902), 130. 
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In Overdressed: Barthes, Darwin and the Clothes That Speak, Michael Carter defines 
ornamentation as something of a non-useful nature.47 The necessity of hats dictated by the 
social conventions around 1900 masqueraded the “ornamental” as essential, while providing 
a useful way of identifying women within the social constructs of the Parisian society. A late 
nineteenth-century journalist Charles Benoist wrote that milliners were “queens, who no 
longer ply a trade but make art.”48 In analysing the status of the milliner at the turn of the 
twentieth century, Robyn Roslak stipulates that milliners served as an exception to the 
majority of female needle-workers working in the garment industry, which was “especially 
true of the trimmers, who added ribbons, bows, beads, lace, flowers and feathers to hat forms 
prepared by their subordinates.”49 While factories produced many hat forms by the end of the 
nineteenth century, it was the stitching of the lining and applying decorations to the hats that 
made it an art form, thus highlighting the individuality of both the hat and the process of its 
creation.50 A similar hierarchy was practised in the haute couture shops, where the designers 
themselves personally tended to the clients of the highest social rank, while their assistants 
took care of the rest.51 Specialisation among seamstresses was extreme: some only worked on 
button-holes, some on sleeves, some on hems.52 It seems, the further the fashion item moved 
from its base form towards the finished, ornamented product, the closer it came to 
approximating art. Gavin Waddell suggests that millinery has been likened to sculpture 
because of the three-dimensional form of a hat, and because the finished product had to 
“work from every angle.”53 
 
47 Michael Carter, Overdressed: Barthes, Darwin and the Clothes That Speak, (Glebe: Puncher & Wattmann, 
2013), 16. 
48 Charles Benoist, Les ouvrières de l’aiguilles à Paris, (Paris: Léon Chailley, 1895), 87-88, quoted in Robyn 
Roslak, Neo-Impressionism and Anarchism in Fin-de Siècle France: Painting, Politics and Landscape, 
(London, New York: Routeledge, 2017), 61. 
49 Roslak, Neo-Impressionism and Anarchism in Fin-de Siècle France, 54. 
50 Roslak, Neo-Impressionism and Anarchism in Fin-de-Siècle France, 55. 
51 Arwas, Art Nouveau, 86. 
52 Arwas, Art Nouveau, 86. 
53 Waddell, How Fashion Works, 101. 
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Figure 4. Albert Marquet, Milliners, c.1901, oil on canvas, Hermitage Museum (ex-Shchukin Collection), St. 
Petersburg. (Photo: R. Benjamin) 
 
 
 
THE MILLINER: “THE QUEEN” OF WORKING WOMEN 
 
The social prevalence and necessity of the hat encouraged relationships between milliners 
and fashion designers. Caroline Reboux, ran Maison Reboux on rue de la Paix, where she 
was “patronized by the clients of Worth.”54 Reboux became “the commanding milliner,” and 
maintained that reputation throughout her career until the 1920s.55  Jeanne Lanvin, after 
working through her teenage years as an apprentice milliner,56 opened her own millinery shop 
in 1890 at just eighteen years of age. Coco Chanel began designing hats in 1908, and gained 
 
54 Yarwood, Illustrated Encyclopedia of World Costume, 167. 
55 Earnestine Carter, The Changing World of Fashion: 1900 to the Present, (London: Wiedenfekd and Nicolson, 
1977), 26; Waddell, How Fashion Works, 105. 
56 Polan, Tredre, The Great Fashion Designers, 35-37. 
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her millinery licence in 1910, opening her boutique in rue Cambon in Paris.57 When 
renowned theatre actress Gabrielle Dorziat wore her Edwardian style hats in the play by 
Fernand Nozière, Bel Ami, in 1912, and then in the same year in the publication Les Modes, 
Coco Chanel’s career was launched.58 
 
 
Figure 5. Edgar Degas, The Millinery Shop, 1879-1886, oil on canvas, 100 x 110.7 cm, Art Institute of Chicago. 
(Photo: Wikimedia Commons) 
 
Milliners were perceived as the “ultimate aristocrats of the working class” – artists who 
loved all things distinguished and beautiful, despite often being poor.59 The fashion 
industry was the biggest employer of women, and out of 112,000 working women in Paris 
in 1860, over 60,000 were employed in the fashion industry.60 Romanticism of the female 
worker found its way into the nineteenth century literature.61 The luxurious and artistic 
realm of fashion put these women on a literary pedestal, but in reality, their wages were 
 
57 Peter Kimpton, Edwardian Ladies’ Hat Fashions: Where Did You Get That Hat? An Illustrated History of 
Edwardian ladies’ Hats and the Feather History of the Period, (South Yorkshire: Pen & Sword History, 2017), 
322; Steele, Women of Fashion, 42. 
58 Kimpton, Edwardian Ladies’ Hat Fashions, 323. 
59 Steele, Paris Fashion, 2017, 71-75. 
60 Steele, Paris Fashion, 2017, 120. 
61 Steele, Paris Fashion, 2017, 71-75. 
21 
 
depressed and position low.62 Milliners, however, as Judith C. Coffin argues, were 
considered highly skilled workers, dealing with the artistic aspects of the hat that were 
unique, decorative, and needed to be hand-stitched: despite the increased productivity 
available from machines.63 Indeed, some did engage in prostitution in order to make ends 
meet – a practice often associated with female artisans.64 However, the generally higher 
status enjoyed by milliners set them apart from the ‘common’ needle-workers, with some 
enjoying a very exclusive clientele. Robyn Roslak goes as far as to state that milliners 
came closer than any other workers to achieve “an important goal for the nation’s 
feminists: financial independence.”65 Designers like Jeanne Lanvin and Coco Chanel serve 
as grand examples of milliners-turned-couturiers, while Caroline Reboux’s clients included 
celebrities, famous actresses, and royalty.66 
 
 
PARISIAN APPETITE FOR FASHION 
 
It has been suggested that participating in aesthetic dress empowered women through 
intellectual freedom and active negotiation of social roles available to them.67 Michael 
Carter argues that the variety of fashion in existence lies in the dramatic pull between 
exhibitionism and modesty.68 Clothes in each time period define political, ceremonial, 
sexual and social display, using specific items of apparel that best signify the message of 
 
62 Steele, Paris Fashion, 2017, 71-75. 
63 Judith G. Coffin, The Politics of Women’s Work: The Paris Garment Trades, 1750-1915, (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2014), 70. 
64 Roslak, Neo-Impressionism and Anarchism in Fin-de Siècle France, 54. 
65 Roslak, Neo-Impressionism and Anarchism in Fin-de Siècle France, 54. 
66 Valerie Mendes and Amy de la Haye, Fashion since 1900, (London: Thames & Hudson, 2010), 79. 
67 Kimberly Wahl, “A Domesticated Exoticism: Fashioning Gender in Nineteenth-Century British Tea Gown,” In 
Ilya Parkins, and Elizabeth M. Sheehan (eds.), Cultures of Femininity in Modern Fashion, (Lebanon, NH: 
University of New Hampshire Press, 2011), 66. 
68 Michael Carter, “J.C. Flügel and the Nude Future,” Fashion Theory, 7:1, 85. 
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the wearer. Paris set the tone in art, commerce and entertainment.69 Provincial and foreign 
women were encouraged to visit Paris and its “grandes modistes and shops,” in order to be 
“transformed into a ‘true Parisienne’ with impeccable taste.”70 Industries of fashion were 
so abundant and of such high quality that even Parisian ribbons were considered prettier 
than those elsewhere.71 
 
The rise of fashion illustration strengthened the bond between fashion and the visual arts, 
with a burgeoning of magazine publications, such as Mes modèles, Fémina, and Les 
Modes, all launched in the early 1900s and catering to both interests. By 1912, the Gazette 
du Bon Ton demonstrated a strong connection between art and fashion, not only through its 
fashion illustrations, but the overall tone, design, and sophisticated content of the 
magazine.72 Popular culture in press, with poster art by George de Feure, Jules Chéret, and 
Toulouse-Lautrec before them, all portrayed fashions the day, creating an immediate 
connection with the reader (or viewer) and appealing across social classes. 
 
The emergence of the “chic Parisienne” was an important sign of modernity, and for many 
artists contemporary fashion contributed to the shift from academic to modern painting.73 The 
‘Parisienne’ was a specifically Parisian concept, idealising a particularly modern, and 
especially French type of urban woman, tied to Paris as the cultural and commercial 
 
69 Stephen Gundle, “Mapping the Origins of Glamour: Giovanni Boldini, Paris and the Belle Epoque,” Journal of 
European Studies, xxix (1999), 271. 
70 H. Hazel Hahn, Scenes of Parisian Modernity: Culture and Consumption in the Nineteenth Century, (New 
York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2009), 72. 
71 Steele, Paris Fashion, 1988, 75. 
72 Mary E. Davis, Classic Chic: Music, Fashion and Modernism, (Berkeley, University of California Press: 2006), 
62. 
73 Steele, Paris Fashion, 2017, 6; Anne Higonnet, Berthe Morisot’s Images of Women, (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1992), 123. 
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epicentre.74 For the 1900 Paris Exhibition, a giant statue called ‘La Parisienne’ was dressed 
by the Madame Paquin, who was elected president of the Fashion section of the exhibition, 
and whose designs were prominently featured.75 With the increasing diversity of fashion, the 
high pressure of fashion design translated into high pressure on the individual herself: the 
increasingly rapid pace of the life of a modern élégante reflected the excitement of fashion 
and the rapid pace of the changes it was undergoing.76 
 
 
Figure 6. Paul Moreau-Vauthier, La Parisienne, 
1900. (Photo: Arthur Chandler, "The Paris 
Exposition Universelle of 1900," accessed online 11 
October 2019) 
 
Figure 7. Jean Béraud, The Milliner on the Champs 
Elysées, n.d., oil on canvas, 45.1 x 34.9 cm, private 
collection. (Photo: Wikimedia Commons)
 
Of course, the images of hatted ladies were not new at the turn of the twentieth century. They 
had been explored at lengths by the Impressionists, and hats have been used for centuries in 
 
74 Tamar Garb, Bodies of Modernity: Figure and Flesh in Fin-de-Siècle France, (London: Thames & Hudson, 
1988), 81-113. 
75 Steele, Women of Fashion, 27-28. 
76 Mendes Price, Dame Fashion, 175. 
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women’s portraits. What set the early 1900s apart was the amalgamation of women and 
fashion at previously unseen levels. Aided by ready-to-wear clothing available in department 
stores, the mass accessibility of fashion and fashion images loosened class boundaries.77 The 
hat was becoming an extension of the woman, dictated by both social framework and the 
desire for an approximation to beauty readily accessible through fashion prints and 
magazines. The focus on the hat is evident not just from the abundance of hats worn in 
fashion photographs, but also from their growing size over the first decade of the twentieth 
century, reaching its peak in 1911.78 Finally, fashion magazines such as Les Modes, regularly 
featured dedicated sections for specialised coiffures arranged to accommodate hats. 
 
So, while Giovanni Boldini’s commercial paintings of hatted women found their way onto 
the covers of fashion magazines, and other academic artists (such as Paul César Helleu, Jules-
Alexandre Grün and René Rousseau-Decelle) painted the modish women of high society, 
fashion also infiltrated the lives of the avant-garde artists on intimate level, despite the 
frequent poverty they experienced. Henri Matisse’s wife Amélie Parayre worked as a modiste 
and ran a small hat shop of her own (as will be detailed in chapter 1).79 Hats were a favourite 
topic of conversation for Picasso’s girlfriend Fernande Olivier, who measured success of a 
hat by its effectiveness in getting her noticed in public.80 Gertrude Stein, in Autobiography of 
Alice B. Toklas, describes Toklas’s first impression of Fernande as “a tall beautiful woman 
with a wonderful big hat and a very evidently new dress.”81 
 
77 Richard Thompson, Phillip Dennis Cate, and Mary Weaver Chapin, Toulouse-Lautrec and Montmartre, 
exhibition catalogue, (Washington: National Gallery of Art, Princeton University Press, 2005), 47. 
78 Clark, Hats, 44; Turner Wilcox, The Mode in Hats and Headdress: A Historical Survey with 198 Plates, (New 
York: Charles Scribners & Sons, 1945), 144. 
79 Flam, Jack D. Matisse on Art, (Berkeley, Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1995) 137; Gertrude Stein, 
The autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, (London, Penguin books, 1966), 41; Hillary Spurling, The Unknown 
Matisse: Man of the North 1869-1908, (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1998), 153-154. 
80 Stein, Autobiography of Alice Toklas, 19, 31. 
81 Stein, Autobiography of Alice Toklas, 16. 
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On the cusp of the twentieth century, as Poiret’s draping gowns waged a “war on corset,”82 
art pushed towards the radicality of fauvism, cubism and abstraction. Artists looked to leave 
their mark, whether through the rich clientele for the commercial artists or by redefining 
modern art through stylistic experimentation. On the one hand, conformity to the excitement 
of the developments in fashion was facing the extraordinary experimentation taken on by 
avant-garde artists. At the same time, fashion as art, and the infiltration of art by fashion, at a 
time of cross-roads for both art and fashion, inspired a wave of gendered imagery, as has 
been analysed at length by Tamar Garb in Bodies of Modernity: Figure and Flesh in Fin-de-
Siècle France.83 So as Poiret strove for individuality, accentuating that a woman, rather than 
her gown, should attract attention,84 and as artists endeavoured to make a name for 
themselves, women strove to be noticed, with the hat providing the most effective method of 
achieving their goal. 
 
 
FOCUS OF THIS RESEARCH 
 
Given the social and aesthetic context for the phenomenon of hat-wearing as outlined above, 
the first chapter of this thesis, “The Portrait of a Hat,” will focus on portraits of hatted women 
at the turn of the twentieth century. The chapter creates a comparison between commercial 
artists’ approach to the portraiture of hatted women and that of avant-garde artists – in 
particular, the Fauves, as the Fauvist movement was encompassed entirely by the first decade 
of the twentieth century. The discussion traces the development of glamour in the Parisian 
 
82 Poiret, King of Fashion, 36. 
83 Garb, Bodies of Modernity, 11-14. 
84 Koda, Bolton, Poiret, 18. 
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fashion imagery, and the prevalence of current fashion during the experimentation of the 
avant-garde art. 
 
The second chapter, “The Moulin de la Galette and the Hats of Escapism,” will analyse the 
images of the popular dance hall, the Moulin de la Galette, in the early 1900s. The position 
and the history of the venue suggest that the establishment was rather conservative compared 
to the other dance cabarets of Montmartre. As a result, it was frequented by different classes 
of Parisians, with the intention of a quite properly spent evening of music and dance. I shall 
argue that, despite the socially questionable associations inevitably present at any Montmartre 
venue, the Moulin de la Galette promoted the culture of self-improvement through its 
activities, dress codes and adherence to social etiquette. The images of Kees Van Dongen, 
George Lepape, George Braque and Isaac Israëls convey gaiety dressed in elegance, 
highlighting the excitement and escapism associated with the club. While the earlier images 
by Toulouse-Lautrec, and Spanish painters, like Ramon Casas and Santiago Rusiñol, allude 
to the duality associated with the venue, they only further reinforce the performative aspect of 
the hat and its ability to transform and elevate the wearer. 
 
The final chapter “The Parisian Racecourse, Public Spaces and Competitive Hat-Wearing” 
will focus on the culture of horse-racing and the competitiveness of fashion. This analysis 
will deal with the growing size of hats, how far fashion pushed its boundaries over the first 
decade of the 1900s, and the sacrifices made in the name of making more and more exuberant 
statements. The impact on the natural world and wildlife is explored is this chapter, as well as 
the visibility of the designers through high impact public events, and, specifically, the 
Parisian racecourses at Longchamp and Auteuil. The balance between seeing and being seen 
raised the stakes for the public image of a fashionable woman, reaching a pinnacle in the 
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theatricality of hat designs that often impeded practicality. The power achieved within the 
fashion frameworks of the time transferred between the woman who wore the fashionable 
hat, the designer who created it, and the society that promoted and consumed the 
extraordinary spectacle that hat-wearing created. 
 
On a final cautionary note, the dilution of fashion through copying was a concept that 
designers at the beginning of the twentieth century were already struggling with. The unique 
ideas of high-end designers were easily copied upon their entering the public sphere. At the 
same time, the name of a prominent designer could provide strong leverage when marketing a 
product. Paul Poiret recalls an occasion of admiring a hat on a trip to America in 1913, only 
to discover that his name was being used to sell a design that was not his.85 This prompted 
Poiret to create Committee for the Defence de La Grande Couture upon his return, in an 
attempt to protect the artistic originality of a designer.86 Earlier, while working for Doucet, 
one of Poiret’s rich clients had his designs manufactured by a small dressmaker, finding 
Doucet’s prices too expensive.87 The dissemination of fashion and the dilution of designs 
once they enter the public sphere makes it nearly impossible to trace the exact designs that 
may have been worn. For example, the hats of the Moulin de la Galette illustrated below as 
surviving examples are of uncertain provenance. Nevertheless, while keeping in mind the 
dynamics of fashion and the allure of haute couture, it is reasonable to argue that the styles 
were current and utilised as described, even if not the exact designers or the exact items worn.  
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CHAPTER ONE – The Portrait of a Hat 
 
 
PORTRAITURE AT THE TURN OF THE CENTURY 
 
Shearer West provides a simple definition of a portrait as a work of art that represents a 
unique individual, often concerned with the likeness of that individual: “a copy or duplication 
of his or her external features.”88 However, as West argues, likeness is unstable, and 
influences like the imagination of the artist, the perceived social status or the role of the sitter, 
and more ‘fluid’ reflections of culture and behaviour of the sitter, can alter or idealise 
perceptions.89 John Klein, focussing on the radical changes embodied in avant-garde art of 
the early twentieth century (specifically, by Henri Matisse), aims to redefine portraiture in 
modernist terms. Klein’s definition converges on the concept of identity in terms of the 
uniqueness and continuity of the sitter, and in terms of social context.90 
 
As photography could convey realism and likeness at a price far more affordable than 
painting, it became the more popular means of portraiture.91 This provided the catalyst for 
reshaping the genre of portraiture. In the circles of the social élite, portraiture serves to 
accentuate one’s fashionability or to validate one’s social standing.92 Diana Homes and 
Carrie Tarr note the artistic trend during the Belle Epoque characterised by an aesthetic trend 
away from reality and “into artificiality and imagination.”93 
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Hatted portraits evoking the traditional male gaze through a projection of feminine allure and 
decoration are plentiful in the oeuvre of Parisian artists. The popularity and relative 
availability of fashion at the turn of the century meant that depictions of decorated women in 
the latest fashion were as à la mode as hats (and fashion) themselves. In fact, while earlier in 
the nineteenth century women were generally kept hidden until marriage, by the 1890s 
fashionable young women were highly publicised, and their portraits were now painted in 
larger numbers.94 During the Belle Epoque, portraitists were playing the role of mediators, 
with the power to influence both someone’s image and their social reputation.95 
 
Stephen Gundle proposes that it was popular portraiture that instigated the emergence of 
glamour as a fashion concept.96 He argues that glamour was the result of the societal shift 
from the aristocracy to the bourgeoisie, of urban and economic development, of the patterns 
of leisure enjoyed by all urban classes, and of the cultural manifestation of the Parisian 
‘feminine’ as dictated by fashion and metropolitanism.97 Indeed, as Ilya Parkins suggests, the 
“fetishization” of the “new” stemmed from the aesthetic practices of modernism and 
industrial modernization, with fashion as a highly feminised medium.98 Through magazines 
and prints, by 1900 fashion had lost its exclusivity to the socially established élite.99 The print 
media strengthened the association of femininity and consumption and display,100 and the 
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fashion press evolved its aspirational characteristic by setting the bar in magazines above the 
means of their target audience.101 
 
In the abundance of feminine imagery and the new marketing targeting women, 
modernisation and industrialisation saw a demand for portraits that both added a sense of 
tradition and at the same time underlined the modernity and the currency of the sitter.102 
Tamar Garb in The Painted Face: Portraits of Women in France, 1814-1914 considers how 
decoration, expression and fragmentation in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries put 
pressure on the traditional genre of female portraiture, using maquillage (make up) as the 
initial metaphor for examining the relationship between portraiture and the modern 
construction of the feminine.103  
 
Garb further explores the construction of the ‘New Woman’ at the end of the nineteenth 
century in The Body in Time: Figures of Femininity in Late Nineteenth-Century France.104 
She notes Camille Mauclair’s article in La Nouvelle revue (1899) which claimed that the 
traditional purpose of a woman’s portrait is “to titillate and entice,” not to provoke thought or 
active looking. Therefore, the juxtaposition of textures, folds, drapes were intended to invite 
male imagination and desire.105 The New Woman, a concept emerging towards the twentieth 
century, depicts the woman with more than an idealised eye. Instead of “mindless musings” 
and sensualised frivolities, Garb argues, the New Woman is “respectable, contained, and 
completely autonomous,” beginning to be portrayed less as a lover, and more as an equal.106 
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At the same time, Rachel Mesch’s Having It All in the Belle Epoque: How French Women’s 
Magazines Invented the Modern Woman, analyses how magazines like Femina and La Vie 
Heureuse deliberately contrasted the concept of the New Woman, launching a powerful 
image of modern French femininity, keeping with more conservative imagery of women, 
intended for the male gaze.107 
 
The hat, being the object closest to the face, was used to frame it, accentuate it, and to focus 
the viewer’s attention. Thus, the hat and the face merging into one fashionable whole, unified 
the identity of the woman as inseparable from her hatted image. Hatted portraits discussed in 
this chapter divide into two categories: commercial and avant-garde portraiture. In 
commercial portraiture, with an emphasis on glamour, the portrait itself becomes a 
fashionable commodity, while avant-garde portraiture reflects the fashion of the time, but 
with the intention of testing the boundaries of artistic practice – much like the pioneering 
developments in the realm of fashion at the time. 
 
 
THE FASHIONABLE STUDIO PORTRAIT 
 
Véronique Pouillard touches on the discrepancy between the items promoted in fashion 
magazines (such as Les Modes, or, from 1912, La Gazette de Bon Ton), and the readers of 
such publications.108 She suggests that those reading and buying the magazines did not 
necessarily have the means to purchase the advertised fashion items. Christopher Breward, 
too, notes that lower-middle classes placed greater emphasis on the importance of 
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appearance, as they paradoxically spent a higher proportion of their income on clothing than 
the higher-middle classes.109 While ‘fashioning’ a desire to approximate the images in the 
magazines, the modern drive towards novelty was being nurtured by the publications. The 
fascination with the woman and the feminine was fuelled by rapidly changing fashion, which 
in turn fuelled the desire for a fashionable image in the form of portraiture.  
 
No artist has left a larger legacy of glamorous portraits of fashionable women than the 
Italian-born Giovanni Boldini. Nicknamed by Time magazine in 1933 as the “Master of 
Swish”,110 Boldini painted in a flowing, flamboyant style that made him an in-demand artist 
among the rich clientele around the turn of the century. The work of this society portraitist 
demonstrates a unique combination of elegance and movement through dynamic brushwork. 
Boldini’s success in élite social circles was helped by his acquaintance with the composer 
Giuseppe Verdi and the portrait Verdi commissioned from him in 1886.111 The Verdi 
connection opened the door for Boldini to many Parisian commissions. 
 
During the Belle Epoque, the execution of a commissioned portrait from a prominent artist 
was a spectacularly staged event: it was announced, witnessed, discussed, and finally the 
portrait was unveiled, inevitably opening it to judgement.112 The increased speed of life at the 
turn of the century suited Boldini, who worked quickly, which enhanced the effect of 
movement in his work, and even “the arrival of electricity appears to permeate the 
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portraits.”113 Stephen Gundle argues that Boldini exhibited jumpiness and speed beyond the 
movement already characterising paintings in the 1880s and the 1890s. In the words of 
Boldini’s widow and posthumous promoter, Emilia Cardona, Boldini “saw more rapidly and 
more nervously, as if a motor has entered his spirit too.”114  
 
  
Figure 8. Giovanni Boldini, Beatrice Susanne Henriette van Bylandt, 1901, oil on canvas, 50 x 50 cm, Museo 
Raccolte Frugone, Genoa (Photo: Wikimedia Commons); New Hat, Portrait of Lina Cavalieri, 1898, oil on wood, 
27 x 33 cm, private collection (Photo source unknown) 
 
Boldini’s portraits present the sitters in a flattering way, with the hat always complementing 
the gown and connecting the sitter with the background. Beatrice Susanne Henriette van 
Bylandt, painted in 1901, pictures the countess in a glamorous hat of pink flowers 
highlighting the fresh colour in her cheeks. The brim of the hat merges with the brown colour 
of her hair, while the flowers appear to be growing straight out of her head. The luscious 
blooms of the hat radiate with freshness, reflected in her glowing skin, with her parted lips 
and averted eyes breathing movement into the work. The portrait of Lina Cavalieri (an Italian 
operatic soprano and international celebrity)115 creates a similar effect. The glow of her skin 
creates a focal point in the portrait, while the darkness of the background echoes the theatre 
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stage, with undistinguishable shapes dramatically ‘thrown’ in behind her. Her face, turned 
away from the viewer, is in the shadow of her playful hat. The dramatic lighting and the 
urgency in the brushwork, enhanced by the forward attitude of her hat, creates a sense of 
anticipation. Cavalieri’s gaze, emphasised by the protruding brim of her hat, leads the viewer 
elsewhere outside the composition, arousing curiosity and restlessness. 
 
Such portraits demonstrate Boldini’s interest in the detail of fashion, while their compositions 
reflect modernity in a unique style that gave the women a taste for Boldini’s portraiture. 
Having begun his career painting the demi-monde, Boldini gradually developed his trademark 
theatricality.116 What might look like a haphazardly pinned dress and hastily arranged hair 
conveys the spirit of Parisian frivolity, enchantment flirting with vulgarity, catering to the 
showbusiness attitude of the modern élite. Boldini, apparently a short and unattractive man, 
compensated by fashioning a theatrical image for his work and his painting process. Having 
one’s portrait painted by Boldini meant joining the ranks of the society figures of the Belle 
Epoque.117 Earnestine Carter calls him “the more faithful recorder of fashion,” with designers 
identifiable through the gowns in the paintings.118 Boldini’s portraits featured on the cover of 
Les Modes, reaffirming the bond between fashion and art at the turn of the century. Designers 
used Boldini’s painting to showcase their latest creations, while the artist drew inspiration 
from their designs.119 In fact, Boldini’s career was at such a peak around 1900 that women 
showed up in his studio in gowns especially designed by Paris’s leading couturiers, such as 
Worth, Drécoll and Doucet.120  
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The hatted women, rendering their faces and hats into one form, engage in role-playing and 
the creation of a publicly desired image – a practice that still prevails today, simply in a more 
contemporary form. Tamar Garb, in her analysis of artifice, proposes that women’s 
femininity was measured “in relation to their narcissistic self-absorption.”121 At the same 
time, Christopher Bedford argues that Boldini’s portraits of women should be seen as 
complex indices of contemporary male identity created to appeal to a 
segment of the moneyed bourgeoisie whose tastes have come to denote 
the archetypal late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century Parisian 
dandy.122 
 
Bedford discusses the polarity between seeing women as an aesthetic commodity and a 
sexualised, desirable creature. He refers to Boldini’s portrayals as “fetishistic images” in 
which a woman’s particularities were secondary to her fitting the image of a public 
fantasy.123 His argument that portraits like these allowed men to assume an alternative role 
through acquiring and owning them agrees with Tamar Garb’s suggestion of the reduction of 
female character to a function of woman’s public image.124 
 
Arguably, the hat presented the most effective accessory to induce the fetishism associated 
with commercial portraiture, as it would be impossible to paint a portrait without the sitter’s 
head, regardless of its format. The fetishism assumed by a woman through a fashionable hat 
was then transferred onto the portrait and its owner, as well as onto the artist, thereby feeding 
the loop of fashion and role playing. In Putting a Face on Things: Studies in Imaginary 
Materials, Michael Carter argues that the representation of likeness is a representation of 
reality, while ornamentation indicates distancing from reality.125 Then, by definition, stability 
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is reduced with the addition of the decorative aspect – the hat. While wearing a hat, the sitter 
is no longer represented in likeness, but assumes a new role, or a new identity.  
 
    
Figure 9. Giovanni Boldini, Marchesa Luisa Casati, with a Greyhound, 1908, oil on canvas, 253 x 140 cm, private 
collection (Photo: Wikimedia Commons) 
 
The magnificent full-length portrait of Marchesa Luisa Casati with a greyhound points to the 
glamour of society-appropriate leisure. Greyhounds were considered as aristocratic hounds 
and boudoir dogs. The inclusion of this dog in the portrait increases the fantasy by bringing 
the imaginary into the ordinary, stemming from the associations of bourgeois interior as a 
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syntax of fantasy.126 By the mid-nineteenth century this popular breed was prohibited for use 
in hunting, and became a chien de fantasie,127 reflecting a medieval legend in which a 
greyhound, having saved a baby from a snake, is unjustly killed for having been found with 
blood on its face.128 Capturing the natural in an artificial setting, Boldini superimposes and 
magnifies beauty. The dog’s elongated limbs are mirrored in the dramatic “swishes” of the 
dark paint depicting the drapes of the woman’s gown. Her long white glove accentuates the 
exaggerated angle of her wrist, as she stares straight at the viewer from underneath the black 
brim of her heavy, dark, exuberant hat.  
 
The heaviness of the hat is visually balanced by the nervous, long strokes of the dog and the 
intertwining dress. Artifice is emphasised through the layering of fetishism. Underlined by 
the intensity of her stare, the whiteness of her face and glove contrasting with her dark gown, 
emphasises the drama. The daughter of a Milanese multimillionaire, Casati was an exuberant 
woman whose “insatiable need for fresh experiences shaped every facet of her life.”129 “I 
want to be a living work of art,” she was known to say, which was echoed in her taste for the 
macabre, the exquisite and the neurasthenic.130 She could be considered a performance artist 
in her social sphere,131 with an appetite for anything modern, fashionable, and extraordinary 
(as can be seen from the theme-party photograph of her in the company of portraitists Boldini 
and Paul Helleu below). Her avoidance of the company of other women for fear of having to 
share her spotlight132 only confirms the argument of fetishizing a woman – but perhaps for 
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satisfaction of herself as well as the men in her social circle. Reality is but a distant memory 
in the layered artifice aimed to create this elevated, theatrical image. The enormous, 
exuberant hat, from under which she provocatively locks gaze with the viewer, is but one 
modern ‘device’ that fashions this controversial woman, yet is crucial in the construction of 
her image. 
 
 
Figure 10. Casati (right) with portraitists Giovanni Boldini (centre) and Paul César Helleu (left) in the gardens at 
the Palazzo dei Leioni, Venice, 1913, photo by Mariano Fortuny (Source: Scot D. Ryersson and Michael Orlando 
Yaccarino, The Marchesa Casati: Portraits of a Muse, (New York: Abrams, 2009), 67.) 
 
Like Boldini, Paul César Helleu built his career on portraits of beautiful women of the Belle 
Epoque. A graduate of the École des Beaux Arts and a recipient of Legion of Honour, Helleu 
painted women from high society, European aristocrats and royalty,133 and became one of the 
most celebrated artists in both Paris and London.134 Helleu’s work in drypoint is of most 
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interest here, as the medium allowed him to explore contrast and fine detail, making it ideal 
for capturing the effects of fashionable garments and hats. Helleu worked fast, directly on the 
copper and producing the plate for an etching in just a few hours.135 
 
   
Figure 11. Paul César Helleu, Feathered Hat, c.1900, pastel (Photo: source unknown); Madame Chéruit, c.1900, 
drypoint (Photo: Wikimedia Commons); Portrait of the Artist’s Wife, Alice Helleu, black, red and white chalks 
on buff paper, 64.8 x 57.7 cm (Sold by Stephen Ongpin Fine Art, Dealers and Agents in Master Drawings, 
accessed online 1 August 2019) 
 
The monotone characteristic of drypoint allows Helleu to render the hat as an almost organic 
part of the woman. With fine lines often used both over and under the brim, and the colour of 
the hat matching the colour of the woman’s hair, the similarity of strokes blends the 
construction into one entity. Often women of power, born into or having achieved a status of 
significance, Helleu’s sitters have the details of their bodies mostly obscured, using the hat as 
the most prominently featured item of fashion. The viewer (and the artist) is below and 
inferior to the haughty dame. The woman’s direct gaze from underneath the hat may at first 
appear flirtatious or provocative, but it always conveys superiority. In her elevated position 
and outward refinement, she is playing the role of a ‘work of art,’ using the hat as the major 
 
135 Warburton, Newportraits: Newport Art Museum, 170. 
40 
 
prop in her theatrical pursuit. It is worth noting that Madame Chéruit is a portrait of a 
couturier, Louise Chéruit, who herself was a famous hat designer, with her creations 
frequently featured in Les Modes. 
 
Camille Mauclair’s 1899 analysis of Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa, addressed by Tamar 
Garb, proposes that the portrait of a woman is a “pure form,” in which the sitter is “in a state 
between dress and undress, being and becoming,” while her body forms a part of the 
landscape, reflecting the undulations of the natural surroundings against which she sits.136 
The ‘blank canvas’ of Helleu’s drypoint portraits and drawings is in its own way the ideal fit 
for Mauclair’s description. While the woman emerges from the minimal background, 
Helleu’s expressive use of massed lines in the woman’s hat and fur contrast with “the delicate 
lines detailing her features.”137 Mauclair’s state between being and becoming is a literal 
consequence of Helleu’s technique, whereby the contrast in strokes creates the focus on the 
background of softness. However, the state of undress is rarely observed in Helleu’s 
drypoints: the decorative elements of fashion leave merely the face visible to the viewer, and 
their bodies mostly closed off from view. The woman is enticing for her decorative elements, 
especially her hat. As such, the portraits can be seen to represent the new ideal: urban, 
fashionable and setting a standard for other women. Moreover, the absence of the body 
elevates the sitter above debased desires by removing the object of carnal pleasure. 
 
Helleu consciously worked to display what one of his reviewers called "The Grace of 
Woman, whereby his models are discovered in poses of charming intimacy."138 Charm and 
intimacy are reflected in their effortless sensuality and the luxury associated with textures 
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that Helleu is able to depict through the media such as drypoint and pastel. But Helleu’s 
women are specifically urban: their hats are adorned by ribbons and feathers while they touch 
fashionable fur accessories and lean or recline on furniture. Flowers and suggestions to 
natural growth are not part of the fashion repertoire of these especially modern women, and 
they are depicted in harmony with fashion rather than nature. 
 
   
Figure 12. Paul César Helleu, The Harp, 1901, drypoint on wove paper, 54.2 x 33.5 cm, Brooklyn Museum 
(Photo: Brooklyn Museum); La femme à la harpe, drypoint, 39.5 x 27.5 cm, private collection (Sold by Artnet, 
online, accessed 28 July 2019); Elegant Woman at the Rail, 1905, pastel (Photo: Wikimedia Commons) 
 
Urban fashionability is conveyed through incorporating objects of bourgeois leisurely 
pastime. The harp for example had been a parlour instrument for women since the 
seventeenth century.139 A woman could become known for her musical skills,140 and the harp 
was one of the instruments (along with piano and guitar) that a model Victorian young lady 
might play, as the instrument was thought to well display the player’s posture and 
movement.141 
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The evocation of sensuality associated with the harp is mirrored in the nonchalant feminine 
grace of the woman leaning on a rail in Elegant Woman at the Rail. In this image Helleu 
places his sitter outside, yet his focus is upon the woman’s outwardness. The rail is sketched 
to provide an indication of context; any other associations with outdoor and nature are 
implied and up to the viewer to construct, while the artist focuses on her fashionability and 
the unrealistically slanted hat, obviously secured with pins. In these images, the hat’s job is to 
‘formalise’ the woman’s appearance and distance her from the viewer as the unattainable, 
desirable goal. 
 
 
JACQUELINE MARVAL: THE FASHIONABLE ARTIST 
 
While the commercial portraiture of Boldini and Helleu integrated fashion and art in a 
superbly popular way, their presentations of hatted women can be argued to be from the 
perspective of the male gaze. The low number of female artists throughout history has been 
addressed, beginning with the seminal essay by Linda Nochlin “Why there have been no 
great women artists?”142, in which she suggests that the numbers are proportional to how 
many women engaged in professional painting compared to men. Consequently, the number 
of portraits of hatted women painted by female artists would be lower, suggesting that the 
image of a hatted woman was as of much interest to a woman as it was to a man. With the 
rising status of the fashion designer, many of whom were women, and the interconnectedness 
between art and fashion, the female painter becomes an intrinsic part of the art-fashion 
relationship. 
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Jacqueline Marval came from a small provincial town, originally trained as a teacher (a 
respectable profession for a single woman in the nineteenth century), but chose to pursue the 
risky career path of an artist.143 A fashionable woman herself, she began making waistcoats 
after the break-up of her marriage, and worked for a Grenoble boutique, known for her good 
taste and reputation.144 In 1901, four years after she arrived in Paris, Marval exhibited large-
scale works at the Salon des Independents, and was hailed by critics as a modern painter.145 
By the 1910s she was regularly exhibiting, and became known for her elegant forme 
feminine, much like Van Dongen’s famous “almond-eye femmes maquillées.”146 A strong 
woman, with “the looks as well as the temperament of a great beauty… [with] mass of red 
hair bound in floating veils or crowned by an extravagant hat (which she made herself),” 
Hilary Spurling states that Marval composed intuitively in colour, like a sculptor or a dress 
designer.147 
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Figure 13. Jacqueline Marval, Les Neurasthéniques, 1906 (Source: "Jacqueline Marval: modernity, feminism 
and fashion," text for the “Art of MODErnity” exhibition, 2018, online, accessed on 18 August 2019) 
 
 
 
Figure 14. Jacqueline Marval, Les Tristes, 1906 (Source: "Jacqueline Marval: modernity, feminism and 
fashion," text for the “Art of MODErnity” exhibition, 2018, online, accessed on 18 August 2019)
 
The two images included here, Les Neurasthéniques and Les Tristes, firmly connect woman 
with nature – considered as her traditional milieu in the nineteenth century.148  The women’s 
imposing gowns and large hats make them look like the blooming flowers against which they 
 
148 Robert L. Herbert, Impressionism: Art, Leisure and Parisian Society, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1988), 255; Janet Wolff, Feminine Sentences: Essays on Women and Culture, (Cambridge: Polity Press, 
1990), 95; Anne Raine, "Embodied Geographies: Subjectivity and Materiality in the work of Ana Mendieta," 
in Generations and Geographies in the Visual Arts: Feminist Readings, edited by Griselda Pollock, (London, 
New York: Routledge, 1996), 228. 
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are posing. Yet their fashionable appearance seems artificial on the backdrop of nature; their 
figures lean forward, leaving the gardens as a separated background layer. The 
‘completeness’ of the artifice is achieved precisely through the hats, and the resulting figures 
give the impression of something removed from its natural habitat and modelled into a work 
of art. 
 
A ‘neurasthenic’ (neurasthénique) is a nineteenth century term for a depressive or nervous 
type,149 which by the turn of the century was associated with gender roles in the urban middle 
class.150 In other words, Marval is painting beauties whom she saw as weakened women, 
perhaps victims of their fashionability – not unlike the anorexic models of today. Les tristes, 
literally meaning sorrowful, or sad women, evokes a similar association. The chic and 
hypnotic figures in her garden paintings seem to slide through the compositions in a trance-
like state: their faces barely visible, yet their hats firmly outlined. The women have reached a 
high point of fashion, yet sheltered underneath their imposing hats, they have descended 
psychologically into an alternate state of being – a trance-like neurasthenia. Marval’s 
commentary on the perils of her fashionable ‘sisters’ is penetrating. 
 
 
 
  
 
149 Katherine Williams, Women on the Verge: The Culture of Neurasthenia in Nineteenth-Century America, 
(Stanford, CA: Iris & B. Gerald Cantor Center for Visual Arts at Stanford University, 2004). 
150 Barbara Harrison, "Women and Health," in Women's History: Britain, 1850-1945, an Introduction, edited by 
June Purvis, (New York: Routledge, 1995), 142. 
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THE HATTED WOMAN AND THE AVANT-GARDE 
 
HENRI MATISSE 
The belief that sexual, spiritual and aesthetic liberation were all connected was what inspired 
artists to break traditions in Paris, where the cultural establishment of the French Academy 
and Ecole des Beaux-Arts dictated “a hierarchy of excellence in all artistic matters.”151 In 
October 1905, art critic Louis Vauxcelles wrote in Gil Blas his account of the first Fauvist 
exhibition at the Salon d’Automne.152 In it, Vauxcelles’s famous critique, “Donatello chez les 
fauves” (“Donatello among the wild beasts”) referred to the violent stylistic contrast of the 
exhibited paintings with a Renaissance-style sculpture placed in the room with them. The 
unfavourable critique inadvertently gave the movement its famous name: fauvism.153 The 
exhibition ran from October 18 to November 25,154 featuring Henri Matisse, André Derain, 
Albert Marquet, Maurice de Vlaminck, Kees van Dongen, Charles Camoin and Jean Puy. The 
largest work submitted by Matisse to the exhibition at Salon d’Automne of 1905 was Femme 
au chapeau, and it shocked both audiences and critics.155 
 
151 Miles J. Unger, Picasso and the painting that shocked the world, (New York: Simon and Schuster Paperbacks, 
2018), 70-71. 
152 Louis Vauxcelles, “Le Salon d’Automne,” Gil Blas, 17 Octobre 1905, pages 5-6, Gallica, Bibliothèque 
Nationale de France. 
153 Rebecca A. Rabinow, Douglas W. Druick, Maryline Assante di Panzillo, Cézanne to Picasso: Ambroise Vollard, 
Patron of the Avant-garde, (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2006), 119; Stanley Meisler, 
Shocking Paris: Soutine, Chagall and the Outsiders of Montparnasse, (New York: St Martin's Press, 2015), 
54; Judi Freeman, “Documentary Chronology, 1904-1908,” in The Fauve Landscape, edited by Judi 
Freeman, (London: Guild Publishing, 1991), 81. 
154 Freeman, “Documentary Chronology,” 81. 
155 Klein, Matisse Portraits, 74. 
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Figure 15. Henri Matisse, Woman with a Hat (La femme au chapeau), 1905, oil on canvas, 80.65 x 59.69 cm, 
San Francisco Museum of Modern Art (Photo: Wikimedia Commons) 
 
The painting was bought by the Stein family, marking the beginning of their long-lasting 
patronage of Matisse,156 despite Leo Stein describing it as “the nastiest smear of paint I had 
ever seen.”157 Louis Vauxcelles wrote of Matisse, 
 
156 Rebecca Rabinow, “Discovering Modern Art: The Steins’ Early Years in Paris, 1903-1907,” in The Steins 
Collect: Matisse, Picasso, and the Parisian Avant-Garde, edited by Janet Bishop, Cécile Debray and Rebecca 
Rabinow, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011), 32-35. 
157 Mary Gabriel, The Art of Acquiring: A Portrait of Etta and Claribel Cone, (Baltimore, Bancroft Press, 2002), 
47; Linda Wagner-Martin, Favored Strangers: Gertrude Stein and Her Family, (New Brunswick: Rutgers 
University Press, 1995), 64. 
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son envoi... aura le sort d'une vierge chrétienne livrée aux fauves du 
Cirque... [M. Matisse] préfère s'enfoncer, errer en des recherches 
passionnées, demander au pointillisme plus de vibration, de luminosité. 
Mais le souci de la forme souffre.158 
 
These criticisms responded to the novelty of the Fauves’ rebellious painting style. The subject 
of the portrait was not new or radical: a woman (Amélie Matisse, the artist’s wife) depicted in 
a three-quarter position, elegantly dressed, holding the viewer with a calm, direct gaze. Two 
notable objects are depicted in this painting: the elaborate hat on Madame Matisse’s head, 
and the fan she holds in a gloved hand. The fan’s light colours, loose brushwork and obscured 
detail lift the gaze towards the architectural build of the hat. The transition from light (fan) to 
dark (hat) gives the hat more volume, pushing it forward in the composition. Between these 
two objects is Madame Matisse’s heart-shaped face. Her pointed chin quietly complements 
the diagonal line created by the opened fan. The blue brim of the hat and the pale fan act as 
two panels that come apart to reveal the face of the sitter. 
 
Its size, format, pose and costume put Femme au chapeau in the category of the society 
portrait, but Matisse’s portrait “interrogated this social class by sending mixed signals.”159 
The worldly associations of Femme au chapeau, combined with Matisse’s use of colour and 
stroke that might have been seen more favourably in a landscape, induced what Klein calls a 
social instability.160 While Madame Matisse indeed emerges from the ‘landscape’ (the 
background), echoing the traditional women’s portraiture discussed above, its radical colour 
manifestation was what Matisse considered individual expression responding to perceptual 
 
158 “his submission… will have the fate of a Christian virgin brought before wild circus beasts… [Matisse] prefers 
to press on, to lose himself in impassioned research, to ask Pointillism for more colour and vibrations. But 
the concern for form suffers,” Louis Vauxcelles, “Le Salon d’Automne,” 5. 
159 Klein, Matisse Portraits, 76. 
160 Klein, Matisse Portraits, 76-81. 
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experience rather than objective vision.161 Indeed, when asked about the colour his wife wore 
when posing for the painting, Matisse’s response was, “Evidemment noir”162 (“Black, 
obviously.”) Alice Toklas also recalls that Madame Matisse always wore black,163 and the 
artist’s comment reflects the specificity of the expression as captured by the painting in 
contrast to reality. Through his use of colour and contour, Matisse is defacing rather than 
enhancing, instead emphasising decorative expression. While striving for his composition to 
achieve what the artist himself called a decorative arrangement of pictorial elements,164 
Matisse allows the radical to emerge from what can be argued was a traditional concept: 
decorative woman on the background of a landscape (however abstract). That is not to say 
that Matisse’s intention was to place his sitter in a landscape, but the image of Amélie 
Matisse on the backdrop of washes of colour can be perceived as a landscape, “abstracted 
from its site in order to speak to self-contained considerations of a formal order,”165 that is, 
untied to a definitive locale. The portrait was a “challenge to the social construction of 
portraiture,”166 with the artist’s friend Francis Carco writing, “there was nothing physically 
human in it,” suggesting that Matisse was more preoccupied with his own personality than 
that of his sitter.167  
 
Even in the wildness of his palette, Matisse creates a balance by repeating specific colours in 
the woman’s face, her clothing, the background and her hat. The provocative green signifying 
shadow on the woman’s face is repeated in the background behind her left shoulder and in the 
 
161 Henri Matisse, “Notes of a Painter,” in Jack Flam, Matisse on Art, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1995), 37-41. 
162 Cahiers du Musée National d'Art Moderne, Musée National d'Art Moderne (France), 2008, Vol. 106, 58; T.J. 
Clark, “Madame Matisse’s Hat”, London Review of Books, 30:16, (14 August 2008), 29-32. 
163 Stein, Autobiography of Alice Toklas, 41. 
164 Matisse, “Notes of a painter,” 38. 
165 Roger Benjamin, “Fauves in the Landscape of Criticism,” in The Fauve Landscape, (London: Guild Publishing, 
1991), 242. 
166 Klein, Matisse Portraits, 78. 
167 Klein, Matisse Portraits, 81. 
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top left corner of the composition. The repetition of colours gives the work unity, while 
Madame Matisse’s magnetic gaze peering from underneath the dark brim keeps the viewer 
focused on her hat. As a climax of this work, the hat contains all the colours of the painting 
combined into a magnificent chromatic explosion nested in the thickly outlined base. 
 
In fact, Matisse seems to have designed the colour placement in this composition especially 
to create a background for the decorous hat from under which Amélie silently gazes at the 
viewer. The boldness of her presence is accentuated by the bright and contrasting colour 
combinations used both in her face and in the background. The contrasts between loose 
brushwork and defined contours give almost a sculptural feel to the work. The loose strokes 
in the bottom of the composition are replaced by clearly defined facial features, by means of 
which the thick outline of the hat is lifted and brought forward. The brushwork in the hat 
detail loosens up again, but now it creates a sense of volume and weight, pushed forward by 
the wispy patches of yellow, blue and green of the background. 
 
The architectural layering Matisse uses in Femme au chapeau evokes a sense of growth. In 
fact, Madame Matisse worked as a modiste and ran a small hat shop of her own.168 She began 
her career by working in her Aunt’s shop specialising in wholesale and retail hats on the 
boulevard St-Denis; Amélie was skilled at both sewing and embroidery and made hats for 
fashionable Parisiennes.169 In 1899 she opened her own hat business, intending to support the 
family and allow Matisse to focus on painting.170 Parisian couture modistes could enjoy a 
high status and rich clientele, with top names like Caroline Reboux as sought after as male 
 
168 Spurling, The Unknown Matisse, 182; Flam, Matisse on art, 137; Stein, Autobiography of Alice Toklas, 41; Jill 
Berk Jiminez, Dictionary of Artists' Models, (New York: Routledge, 2001), 354-55. 
169 Spurling, The Unknown Matisse, 153-154. 
170 Spurling, The Unknown Matisse, 182-184. 
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fashion designers like Charles Worth.171 Worth’s customers bought their hats from Madame 
Virot, his neighbouring business, encouraging a haute couture designer-milliner 
collaboration.172 In fact, Amelie’s wedding dress was from the House of Worth.173 A 
beginning modiste like Amélie Matisse, at the turn of the century, could support her family 
financially.174 Even though the business was closed by the end of 1902,175 it assisted her 
husband with becoming a full-time artist. The hat she wears in the portrait represents his 
livelihood as much as hers. 
 
John Klein’s analysis of Femme au chapeau suggests that the painting’s unconventional style 
challenged the genre of portraiture itself, and through that, the class of people who had their 
portraits painted.176 The defiance conveyed in Amélie’s direct gaze with the viewer could be 
seen as a reflection of Matisse’s own defiance of artistic conventions and his assertion of 
independence,177 supported by his wife. Indeed, within two years of the exhibition, critics 
were not only increasingly recognising Matisse as the leader of the avant-garde but defining 
other artists in terms of their affiliation to Matisse.178 Knowing this, the hat on Madame 
Matisse seems to serve multiple purposes in this work, conveying the growth of the artist, and 
re-stating the social status of the Matisse family.
 
171 Yarwood, Illustrated Encyclopedia of World Costume, 167. 
172 Peter McNeil, Giorgio Riello, Luxury: A Rich History, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 164; Mary Ellen 
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173 Spurling, The Unknown Matisse, 154-155. 
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175 Spurling, The Unknown Matisse, 241. 
176 Klein, Matisse Portraits, 76-78. 
177 Klein, Matisse Portraits, 112. 
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Figure 16. “La Mode, par Alphonsine,” Les 
Modes, November 1905, 14 (Source: Gallica, 
Bibliothèque Nationale de France) 
 
 
Figure 17. “La Mode, par Alphonsine,” Les 
Modes, October 1905, 10 (Source: Gallica, 
Bibliothèque Nationale de France)
 
The photographs above from the October and November 1905 issues of Les Modes echo the 
style of Matisse’s portrait of his wife: three quarter body position, the woman’s gaze directed 
at the viewer, and her a large hat raising her stature and highlighting her face. The layers of 
the elaborate coiffure supporting the equally elaborate hat create a sense of a balancing 
architectural structure. The lift of the chin seems necessary in order to keep the hat in balance 
– much like Madame Matisse’s hat thrust forward towards the viewer. The obscured and 
smoky background of the photographs echoes the random patches of unmixed colours in the 
background of Femme au chapeau.  
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Figure 18. Comparison of Femme au chapeau (H. Matisse) with the photographs from Les Modes 
The relative simplicity of the dress in the Les Modes photograph allows the hat to take the 
spotlight with its many folds, textures, and layers. While a woman’s image is required to 
convincingly ‘sell’ the hat to the magazine’s audience, it is the designer that is identified in 
its label, “par Alphonsine.” (Madame Alphonsine was consistently praised for the quality of 
her hat designs not only by the French fashion media but also by New York’s Vogue 
magazine.)179 A magazine photograph exhibits a hypothetical power attained through fashion 
(in this case, a hat) - something to aspire towards in an attempt to achieve higher levels of 
elegance and beauty.180 
 
Matisse’s approach parallels the magazine’s in identifying the creator of the work while 
publicly pushing the boundaries of his art. We know the sitter is his wife, yet the painting is 
called “woman in a hat,” distancing from reality (and realism) through ornamentation.181 The 
 
179 "Fashion: The Autumn Millinery Harvest," Vogue, New York, (September 1, 1913), 19-22; E. G., "Fashion: 
The Lid is off the Paris Hat-box," Vogue, New York, (September 1, 1914), 21-23. 
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fan covers the woman’s body, as if to further neutralise anything that may distract the 
viewer’s attention from the hat. T.J. Clark suggests that the hat Amélie wears is one of her 
own designs.182 So the hatted woman serves as a vehicle for the artist’s creative exploration 
in unstable likeness and becomes the symbol of fashion transcended into art by means of her 
millinery.  
 
 
MAURICE DE VLAMINCK 
 
 
 
      
Figure 19. Maurice de Vlaminck, Woman in a hat, 
1905, oil on canvas, 56.5 x 47.6 cm, National 
Gallery of Art, Washington (Photo: NGA 
Washington, accessed online 1 October 2019) 
 
Figure 20. Maurice de Vlaminck, Woman at 
the Rat Mort, 1905-1906, oil on wood, 59 x 
43.2 cm, private collection (Source: John Klein, 
Matisse Portraits, (New Heaven and London: 
Yale UP, 2001), 78.) 
 
An image by Maurice de Vlaminck, matching Matisse’s title of Woman in a Hat and painted 
in the same year, demonstrates rougher brushwork, with a circular pattern, making the sitter 
appear as if emerging from a whirlpool of green. The green background and the brown shades 
 
182 Clark, “Madame Matisse’s Hat,” 29-32. 
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in the woman’s dress give the painting an earthy feel, while the circular movement created by 
the broken brushstrokes has almost a hypnotic effect on the viewer. As the woman peers 
straight at the viewer, the tilting brim of her hat puts its numerous decorations on display. 
Vlaminck, like Matisse, relies on colour and varied brushwork to create highlights of the 
decorations in the hat. The thick black contours dividing the green and the white on top of the 
hat create shadows and give it depth and volume. Its upward design is finished off by the 
edges in reddish brown, lifting the hat up in a coquettish flair. 
 
Like Matisse, Vlaminck chose to leave the fine details of the design obscured, despite 
acknowledging the hat in the title. The slight asymmetry in the woman’s face and body, 
achieved through a lift of a shoulder, or a curved lip, puzzles the viewer enough to stay on the 
portrait, while the broken brushstrokes (showing the influence of Van Gogh, whose later 
work and paint application impressed Vlaminck)183 following hypnotic circles of colour draw 
us in, culminating at the hat and the face peering from underneath the brim. This circular 
whirlpool effect can also be seen in Woman at the Rat Mort (1905-1906), where the balance 
of lights and darks maintained throughout the composition gives the image a sense of 
movement. What Apollinaire called Vlaminck’s “simple and intensive technique”184 enables 
the artist to highlight the swirls of the background converging in the circular strokes of the 
hat. The hard-forward tilt ensures the hat is not missed, despite its modest size and the 
vibrancy of the woman’s red cloak. 
 
As one of the oldest cafés in Montmartre, Le Rat Mort was famous for its Second Empire 
décor (large mirrors and gas-lamps), and for its atmosphere of eroticism; it catered to a varied 
 
183 Sabine Rewald, Twentieth-Century Modern Masters: The Jacques and Natasha Gelman Collection, (New 
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clientele of creative and marginalised types.185 Literally translating to “the dead rat,” it owed 
its name to an unlucky rat that had once disturbed a quietly dining pair of customers.186 The 
phrase “le rat mort” also referred to being “bored stiff”187 (from the French expression 
s’ennuyer comme un rat mort) – a grievance that could be dispelled by a visit to the café and 
surrounding oneself by demi-mondaines in attire as colourful as the crass make-up on their 
faces. A restaurant by the dinner hour, La Rat Mort turned a “riotously gay and noisy” 
establishment after midnight, flooded by demi-mondaine and their escorts.188 
 
The explosive power of colourism characterising Fauvist portraiture may have “functioned as 
a hyperbolic manifestation of maquillage, brilliantly exploiting its frontal address while 
blatantly declaring its mask-like artifice.”189 In the artificiality of the Fauvist painting style 
the distortion of reality allowed the artists to explore a specific aspect of the portrait, aided by 
the reduction in the compositional complexity that the style called for. A woman reduced to a 
hat, a cape and thick rouge on her cheeks encourages intellectual engagement from the 
viewer. The hat in these portraits achieves a higher level of eroticism for its wearer, used to 
elevate her physical as much as her social status, building on the idea that fashion and beauty 
are eroticism deferred.190 (Indeed, Vlaminck’s sitters were often prostitutes and working class 
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women.)191 These portraits by Vlaminck are not manifestations of the respectable New 
Woman discussed by Tamar Garb, but they do move away from traditional portraiture and 
intellectualise the act of viewing. His lack of concern for likeness agrees with Michael 
Carter’s idea of “ornamentation” (for Vlaminck, of brushwork and stroke) as distancing from 
reality. 
 
 
KEES VAN DONGEN 
 
For avant-garde artists, fashionable glamour was imitated only for the purpose of artistic 
development and experimentation. Kees van Dongen’s paintings titled Woman in a Green 
Hat show the scope of interpretation possible from that simplistic description. A softer hat 
can encourage the aura of enigma and mystery; a large hard hat topped with a giant feather 
conveys pride and independence; while a giant green bow can take over the hat that is not 
even green despite the painting’s title. The relative simplicity of these hats suggests that Van 
Dongen chose to isolate an element and build the image by simplifying the hat’s form as 
much as the woman’s. As these “green hats” enhance the characterisation of the portraits, 
their function is theatrical, rather than representational, encouraging an intellectual encounter. 
 
 
191 Maurice de Vlaminck, Dangerous Corner, Michael Ross (trans.), (London: Elek Books, 1961), 14; Jill Berk 
Jiminez (ed.), Dictionary of Artists’ Models, 169. 
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Figure 21. Kees van Dongen, Woman in a Green Hat, 1905, Fondation Socindec, Vaduz, Liechtenstein (Photo: 
source unknown); Woman with a Green Hat, c.1905, oil on canvas, 61.6 x 50 cm, private collection (Sold at 
auction, MutualArt, accessed online 22 June 2005) Woman in a Green Hat, c.1910, oil on canvas, 92.3 x 73.5 
cm, private collection (Photo: Arthive, accessed online 17 October 2019). 
 
In summary, in their portraiture the Fauve avant-gardists looked for more innovative ways of 
expression. The lack of specific details in the hats, combined with their dominance in the 
portraits, points to what Matisse called “composition” – “the art of arranging in a decorative 
manner the diverse elements at the painter’s command to express his feelings.”192 If the 
elements of a portrait are viewed the same way as the elements of a landscape, it is possible 
to evaluate these portraits from that point of view. Roger Benjamin explores “how the 
Fauves, going beyond the classical system where the arranged took precedence over the 
observed, developed an emphatic rhythmical interpretation of the seen, a reinvigoration of the 
palette along non-normative lines in a determined, expressionistic manner.”193 Applying this 
to a portrait, and taking Matisse’s own statement into account, it is possible to view the 
woman in a hat as an interpretation of reality, where the artist is free to express himself 
through a decorative arrangement of elements. Then any element of the painting can be 
brought into focus, using an expression of colour and line to superimpose an identity onto a 
 
192 Matisse, “Notes of a Painter,” 38. 
193 Benjamin, “The Decorative Landscape, Fauvism, and the Arabesque of Observation,” The Art Bulletin, 
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specific aspect of the work, surpassing that of the sitter, and thereby inviting active viewing 
from the onlooker. 
 
 
PUSHING BOUNDARIES WITH DECORATIVE HEADGEAR 
 
 
 
Figure 22. Henri Matisse, Le madras rouge, 1907, oil on canvas, 100 x 81 cm, Barnes Foundation, Philadelphia 
(Photo: Wikimedia Commons) 
 
At the time Matisse painted Amélie’s portrait in a madras headband (or half turban), he was 
exploring decorative painting, and experimenting with orientalism.194 The domesticity of this 
portrait is communicated through the sitter’s relaxed pose, as she leans casually, propped up 
by the back of a chair. Amélie is referred to in Alice Toklas’s memoirs as a femme 
d’interieur, as if to emphasise this domesticity. Toklas states that Madame Matisse was an 
 
194 Roger Benjamin, Orientalist Aesthetics: Art, Colonialism, and French North Africa, 1880-1930, (Berkeley, Los 
Angeles, London: University of California Press, 2003), 159-190. 
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“admirable housekeeper,” “an excellent cook,” and “posed for all of Matisse’s pictures.”195  
Indeed Mme Matisse appears private and internal, despite the vibrancy of the colours used in 
this portrait, with the warm earthy colours evoking a sense of centrality and groundness.  
 
Marilyn Lincoln Board argues that the women in Matisse’s paintings “function as signs of an 
inert yet potentially recalcitrant exterior Other that is placed in antithetical opposition to the 
artist’s interior creative self-consciousness.”196 She argues that his images (in both the 
paintings of odalisques and in Matisse’s general oeuvre) are an act of domination by using 
sections of nature that are regulated and controlled. Indeed, Madame Matisse’s appearance in 
Le Madras Rouge can be seen as an exotic fantasy, just as her “evidently, black” dress in 
Femme au Chapeau changes colour under the artist’s brush to suit his desired vision. 
However, I feel, Matisse’s search for the expression was not driven by a desire to overpower 
the feminine, but rather by his interest in newer artistic forms. Tamar Garb points out that 
Fauvism allowed Matisse to explore the new understanding of ‘expression,’ while his 
embrace of non-western representations gave him the opportunity to indulge in colour, 
decoration and pattern without being “feminised and associated with superficiality, 
transience, cosmetics and artifice.”197 His use of his wife as a model was a common 
convenience employed by many artists at the time, both academic and avant-garde. Instead, 
the “exterior Other” represents, perhaps, a decorative shell allowing an alternative expression 
for the woman as much as the painting allows for a new expression for the artist. Matisse’s 
use of the red madras parallels the spirit of experimentation in contemporary Parisian fashion. 
 
 
195 Stein, Autobiography of Alice Toklas, 41. 
196 Marilyn Lincoln Board, “Constructing Myths and Ideologies in Matisse’s Odalisques,” in The Expanding 
Discourse: Feminism and Art History, edited by Norma Broude and Mary D. Garrard, (New York: Routledge, 
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Figure 23. Kees van Dongen, Femme au Chapeau, 
c.1910 (Photo: source unknown) 
 
Figure 24. Kees van Dongen, Woman in Turban, 
c.1922, oil on canvas, 64.8 x 54 cm, The National 
Museum of Western Art, Tokyo (Photo: source 
unknown)
   
Figure 25. Paul Poiret, turban, 1911, Silk and 
metallic-thread plain weave, turquoise cabochon, 
and egret feathers, 26.67 x 21.59 x 24.13 cm, Los 
Angeles County Museum of Art (Photo: LACMA) 
 
Figure 26. George Lepape, Les Choses de Paul 
Poiret vue par George Lepape, 1911, fashion plate, 
Victoria and Albert Museum, London. (Source: 
Claude Lepape, Thierry Defert, The Art of George 
Lepape: From the Ballet Russes to Vogue, (New 
York: Vendome Press, 1984), 47.)
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Over the next fifteen years, Kees van Dongen painted numerous women’s portraits in eastern 
head accessories. The fashion turban was made popular by Paul Poiret, spurred on by the 
success of the Ballet Russes 1910 production of Schéhérazade, when Poiret launched a 
sequence of exotic designs,198 with George Lepape’s fashion illustrations reaffirming the 
fusion of art and fashion.199 Poiret’s fascination with the Orient manifested in the elaborate 
costume parties he describes in his memoirs,200 with himself playing the role of the sultan, 
and caged women “in [a] visual extravaganza of role playing.”201 Van Dongen, too, 
entertained with lavish parties in his studio as a promotional strategy, and while he contented 
in wearing overalls and “cultivat[ing] the image of a poor bohemian,” the rich and famous of 
France eventually became his clientele.202 Van Dongen’s line drawing for Thousand and One 
Nights presents an example of the personal element of humour he introduced into his oriental 
drawings.203 By simplifying the human form to the “almond eyes” encircled by the turban, 
Van Dongen injects the ‘childish barbarism’ that Baudelaire argued is needed to achieve a 
perpetual value in modernism.204 This may be an image of a man (perhaps even the artist 
himself, from the words “le peintre” underneath), but its emphasis on the headgear in unity 
with the face points to the common focus in the representation of identity – however real, 
always decorated, and always hatted. 
 
 
198 Koda, Bolton, Poiret, 14; Poiret, King of Fahion, 94-96; Bridget Elliott and Anthony Purdy, “(Re-)Dressing 
French Modernism: Décor, Costume, and the Decorative in an Interarts Perspective,” in Modernism, edited 
by Astradur Eysteinsson and Vivian Liska, (Amsterdam: John Benjamin Publishing, 2007), 501. 
199 Koda, Bolton, Poiret, 90. 
200 Poiret, King of Fashion, 99. 
201 Elliott, Purdy, “(Re-)Dressing French Modernism,” 501. 
202 Arnoud Vrolijk, "Orientalism à la Parisienne: Dr Mardrus, Kees van Dongen and the Thousand and One 
Nights," in O ye Gentlemen: Arabic Studies on Science and Literary Culture, edited by Arnoud Vrolijk, Jan 
Hogendijk, (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 383. 
203 Vroulijk, “Orientalism à la Parisienne,” 385. 
204 Quoted in Anita Hopmans, All Eyes on Kees Van Dongen, (Rotterdam: Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, 
2010), 27. 
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Figure 27. Kees Van Dongen, Shahrazad and Sultan Shagriyar, 1918. (Source: Arnoud Vrolijk, Jan Hogendijk 
(eds.), O ye Gentlemen: Arabic Studies on Science and Literary Culture, (Leiden: Brill, 2007), xxvi.) 
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GIRL IN A HAT: ARTISTS’ DAUGHTERS AS THE AVANT-GARDE MODELS 
 
 
     
Figure 28. Kees van Dongen, Portrait of Dolly, 1911 
(Photo: source unknown) 
 
 
Figure 29. Kees van Dongen, La fillette au chapeau, 
[date unkonwn], oil on canvas, 65.4 x 54.6 cm, 
private collection (Sold at auction, Artnet, 
accessed online 10 June 2019)
 
As wives, partners and daughters of artists presented accessible models for both avant-garde 
and commercial artists, Parisian art of the early 1900s is replete with images of artists’ 
daughters that at times reflect as much fashionability as women’s portraiture. Kees van 
Dongen’s daughter Dolly (b.1905) was a favourite model of the artist along with her mother 
Guus (1878-1946),205 while Matisse painted several portraits of his daughter Marguerite 
(1894-1982). In Portrait of Dolly, the six-year-old girl is presented in the attire of a woman; a 
necklace decorates her neck, while her face is carefully outlined with dark eyes and red lips. 
The large blue hat accentuates Dolly’s white skin and reddish blond hair, contradicting an 
image of a child. 
 
 
205 Jiminez, Dictionary of Artists' Models, 170. 
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In an interview, as an elderly woman, Dolly explains that she often posed wearing her 
mother’s hats, recalling her love of dressing up: “The moment I was home alone I’d open up 
the cupboard and dress up.”206 The portrait titled La Filette is not identified as Dolly. Yet the 
girl’s features resemble Van Dongen’s daughter, suggesting that she may indeed have posed 
for this portrait. The image of a girl decorated with jewellery oversized for her small frame 
and drowning in the dark folds of the hat, while perhaps simply an act of child’s play, reflects 
the significance of fashion in a Parisian woman’s world. 
 
 
Figure 30. Henri Matisse, Margot, 1907, oil on canvas, 81 x 65 cm, Kunsthaus Zurich (Source: Succession H. 
Matisse / 2019, ProLitteris, Zurich)
 
 
 
206 Martin van Dalen, “Dolly van Dongen, daughter and model,” documentary, 1987, (online, accessed on 11 
September 2019). 
66 
 
 
Figure 31. Henri Matisse, Portrait of Marguerite, 
1906/1907, oil on canvas, 65 x 54 cm, Musée 
Picasso, Paris (Photo: Wikimedia Commons) 
 
 
Figure 32. Henri Matisse, Portrait of Marguerite (La 
Liseuse), 1906, oil on canvas, 64.5 x 80.3 cm, Musée de 
Peinture et Sculpture, Grenoble (Photo: Wikimedia 
Commons)
 
The portrait of Henri Matisse’s daughter Marguerite in a green hat (at the Kunsthaus Zurich) 
steps away from Fauvism, dominating his work at the time. Marguerite, born in 1894 out of 
wedlock, would not be over thirteen in this image. Her bare hands highlight the domesticity 
of this portrait, while her arms, protectively folded over her chest, caress the soft fabric 
descending from her large hat. The image is stylistically and compositionally very different 
from the more famous portrait housed in the Musée Picasso, painted the same year, and 
picked by Picasso when the two artists exchanged pictures in 1907.207 Here, the black ribbon 
hiding the three-inch tracheotomy scar she received in 1901208 (a recurring feature of her 
portraits by Matisse) underlines her face, while the simplicity of the composition is matched 
by its understated elegance in an adolescent. 
 
Unlike Amélie in Femme au Chapeau, Marguerite looks away from the viewer. Matisse 
portrayed Marguerite in possession of her own identity,209 perhaps reflecting the 
 
207 John Richardson, A life of Picasso, Volume 1: 1881-1906, (London: Pimlico, 1992), 417. 
208 Spurling, The Unknown Matisse, 231; Klein, Matisse Portraits, 94. 
209 Klein, Matisse Portraits, 94. 
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protectiveness he felt towards his daughter. John Klein suggests that the lack of “hostility” in 
his images of Marguerite demonstrate that Matisse left his expressions of “conflict” to other 
images.210 Instead Matisse focussed his stylistic explorations in the background, rather than 
experimenting with the face of his daughter, such as in Portrait of Marguerite (La Liseuse). 
This and other images of Marguerite embody the development of self, “all fluidity and 
potential.”211 In this context, the hatted portrait of Marguerite, too, conveys the metaphor of 
‘becoming.’ The hat is the most ‘adult’ aspect of this painting: its curving lines foresee the 
woman Marguerite will become. The work can be interpreted as in a state of formation, both 
of a woman and of art. Marguerite matures towards womanhood at a point in Matisse’s work 
when his artistic expression is itself in a state of metamorphosis – curiously back to the child-
like simplicity of the fauvist style. 
 
 
HATS AND THE FASHION MEDIA  
 
   
Figure 33. “Robe pour baby,” Les Modes, no.5, May 1901, 23 (detail). (Source: Gallica, Bibliothèque Nationale 
de France); “Children’s millinery fashioned by clever French fingers,” Vogue, New York, 1 April 1910, images 
6/7, 39 (Photo: accessed online 14 September 2019) 
 
 
210 Klein, Matisse Portraits, 94. 
211 Klein, Matisse Portraits, 96-97. 
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The aspirational fashionability of both women and their children is evident through the 
advertising of the early 1900s. The image of ‘Robe pour baby’ in the 1901 issue of Les 
Modes and the child’s hat advertisements in the New York Vogue, titled “Children’s 
millinery fashioned by clever French fingers,” suggest that fashion and millinery had no age 
limitations. Indeed, Jeanne Lanvin first gained popularity as a fashion designer through the 
clothes she designed for her own daughter.212 Lanvin’s mother-daughter designs 
demonstrated the bond between them through a motif or a silhouette but differed in their 
construction to make them appropriate for a child or a woman.213 
 
A lithograph by Jules Chéret (the master of Belle Epoch poster art),214 advertising a hat shop 
from 1892 shows the older child mimicking her mother when arranging a bonnet on her head. 
The advertisement proclaims the availability of “the most elegant hats for men, ladies and 
children,” but the man’s faint outline is overshadowed by the woman’s presence. Women 
were the intended audience for these advertisements, which suggested that playing dress-ups 
with children has a logical place among the pastimes of a Parisian mother (while at the same 
time ensuring her child strove for the image of a successful Parisienne). 
 
 
212 Polan, Tredre, The Great Fashion Designers, 35-36; Yarwood, Illustrated Encyclopedia of World Costume, 
168. 
213 José Blanco F., Mary Doering (eds.), Clothing and Fashion: American Fashion from Head to Toe, Volume one: 
Pre-colonial Times Through the America Revolution, (Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO, 2016), 229. 
214 Stephen Eskilson, Graphic Design: A New History, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007), 36. 
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Figure 34. Jules Chéret, Halle aux chapeaux (Hat 
Market), 1892, lithograph, 119.6 x 82.4 cm, 
National Gallery of Australia (Photo: NGA 
Canberra) 
 
Figure 35. Jules Abel Faivre, Sport d’Hiver 
Chamonix, ca. 1905, lithograph in colour, printed 
by J. Barreau, Paris, 107 x 76 cm (Sold by Christie’s 
London, 23 January 2013, accessed online 14 
September 2019)
 
The light-hearted attitude of Chéret’s lithograph is mirrored in the poster advertising skiing 
holidays at Chamonix. Even when engaged in sports, a woman should maintain an 
appropriate level of panache – even if it means being able to ski downhill while wearing a 
long gown, complete with a large hat.215 Her feet might be strapped to the skis, but her 
fashionable appearance does not falter. The steep slope is no match for a lady who can handle 
the Parisian boulevards, and she goes down with a single pole and a smile on her face! Even 
with the increased importance of sport,216 fashion was not moving fast enough to match the 
 
215 Ruth E. Iskin, "Popularising New Women in Belle Epoque Advertising Posters," in A Belle Epoque? Women 
and Feminism in French Society and Culture 1890-1914, edited by Diana Holmes and Carrie Tarr, 103; Ruth 
E. Iskin, The Poster: Art, Advertising, Design, and Collecting, 1860s-1900s, (Hanover: Dartmouth College 
Press, 2014), 283. 
216 Richard Holt, “Men and Sport in France, c. 1870-1914: An Introductory Survey,” Journal of Sport History, 
18:1, Special Issue: Sport and Gender, (Spring,1991), 121-134; Anaïs Bohuon, Antoine Luciani, “Biomedical 
Discourse on Women's Physical Education and Sport in France (1880–1922),” The International Journal of 
the History of Sport, 26:5, 2009, 573-593. 
70 
 
necessary practicality, and sport-specific clothing did not significantly differ from a daily 
dress or a hat. Instead, the image of the hatted woman prevailed, no matter what the 
circumstance. 
 
The commonality of subject between the commercial and the avant-garde artists, 
demonstrated through the fashion media of the early 1900s, was balanced by the differences 
in their practices. Commissions for artists like Boldini and Helleu provided a variety of 
women for their portraits, while Matisse, Van Dongen, Vlaminck and other avant-garde 
painters used their wives, friends, daughters, or demi-mondaines to fulfil their artistic goals. 
The goal of the hat, though, was common – to elevate the image of the sitter. For commercial 
artists this was achieved through drawing the focus onto the face framed by the hat. In the art 
of avant-gardists, the extraordinary experimentations of the artists mirrored the 
experimentations in current fashion. Their sitters (demi-mondaines and family members) 
served as a vehicle for promotion of the artists’ skills, while they strove to raise their physical 
and social status with the help of the hat. The performative aspect of the hat (arguably the 
most versatile object of fashion during the Belle Epoque) allowed the wearer to be 
transformed, elevated – or both. 
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CHAPTER TWO – The Moulin de la Galette and the Hats of Escapism 
 
 
 
MONTMARTRE: SETTING THE SCENE 
 
Richard Thompson, in Toulouse-Lautrec and Montmartre, describes Montmartre as the 
“porous frontier where there was a seepage between the smarter classes of central Paris and 
the proletariat of the outer suburbs, where the two might meet in the commerce of leisure and 
prostitution.”217 When Baron Haussmann embarked on the rebuilding of Paris in the 1850s, 
the narrow Parisian streets expanded into elegant boulevards. The project intended to 
accommodate the swelling population, to add sewage systems, to improve street lighting, and 
to prevent insurrection.218 As Montmartre lay outside the city’s borders until 1860,219 
Haussmann’s ‘renovations’ did not touch the hill. They actually eased Parisians’ access to the 
bohemian district through the spacious boulevards.220 The area, untouched by drink tolls, 
attracted pleasure seekers of Paris and “those disdained of bourgeois culture” and looking to 
interact with working people in its dancehalls and cafés.221 The neighbourhood was notorious 
for its dance halls, where live orchestra, crowded dance floor and fashionable attire was the 
escape people looked forward to. 
 
By the 1870s, Montmartre became the centre of artistic and bohemian life of Paris,222 
celebrated as the heart of art and entertainment in the later part of the nineteenth century. In 
 
217 Thompson et al, Toulouse-Lautrec and Montmartre, 6. 
218 Thompson et al, Toulouse-Lautrec and Montmartre, 47. 
219 Jane Merrill, The Showgirl Costume: An Illustrated History, (Jefferson, North Carolina, McFarland & 
Company, 2019), 84; Tyler Stovall, Transnational France, (Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press, 2015), 154. 
220 Steven Moore Whiting, Satie the Bohemian: From Cabaret to Concert Hall, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1999), 42. 
221 Merrill, The Showgirl Costume: An Illustrated History, 84; Stovall, Transnational France, 155. 
222 Stovall, Transnational France, 155. 
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Montmartre: A Cultural History, Nicolas Hewitt makes a distinction between dance halls and 
music halls as “two separate traditions of popular entertainment.”223 Montmartre contained 
sixteen authorised dance halls in 1810, as well as additional numerous cafes that provided 
opportunity to dance and socialise, depending on the availability of live musicians.224 The 
more extravagant music halls outnumbered the dance halls in Montmartre: they could utilise 
the latest technologies in their spectacles, bringing bigger and more exciting shows to their 
audiences. But despite the appeal of music halls, and the sometimes-questionable moral 
standards of the dance halls, the romanticism associated with the dance halls ensured their 
survival and popularity.  
 
By the later 1880s, more outsiders were coming to the night clubs of Montmartre,225 and the 
composition of the cabarets was changing. The Moulin Rouge was becoming a tourist trap, 
and the Chat Noir and the Mirliton (two of the cabarets made popular over the previous 
decade) both closed in 1897.226 The social geography of Montmartre was now a complex 
mixture and “in many ways a microcosm of French life in the 1890s.”227 The proletariat 
consisting of factory workers and manual labourers, co-existed with a petite bourgeoisie of 
shopkeepers and artisans, with the area continuously visited by the bourgeoisie living just 
outside, and by the tourists looking for entertainment. With electricity being rare in Parisian 
homes prior to 1900, the allure of entertainment venues would have been something 
magical.228 Richard Thompson emphasises the appeal of venues like the Moulin de la Galette, 
stressing their desirability for the Parisians who wanted to get closer to the artistic world, to 
see the painters at work and play, and at the same time to feel a little closer to what they 
 
223 Nicholas Hewitt, Montmartre: A Cultural History, (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press), 64. 
224 Hewitt, Montmartre: A Cultural History, 64-65. 
225 Thompson et al, Toulouse-Lautrec and Montmartre, 10. 
226 Thompson et al, Toulouse-Lautrec and Montmartre, 10. 
227 Thompson et al, Toulouse-Lautrec and Montmartre, 66. 
228 Moore Whiting, Satie the Bohemian, 29. 
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perceived as rubbing shoulders with the criminal activity that went hand in hand with 
Montmartre.229  
 
In this colourful social mix, dance halls such as Elysée Montmartre, the Boule Noire, the 
Chateau Rouge and the Reine Blanche welcomed visitors looking to blow off some steam 
throughout the nineteenth century. However, it was the Moulin de la Galette that proved most 
popular with the artists of Montmartre, and which in the first decade of the twentieth century 
presented a romanticised escape for the bohemians, the workers, and the Parisian bourgeoisie 
alike.  
 
 
THE MOULIN DE LA GALETTE: A DESTINATION 
 
“…as [Rodolphe] Salis claimed, the Chat Noir was the ‘brain of Paris,’ 
and the Moulin de la Galette was the city’s ‘soul’”230 
 
Being called the “soul” of Paris by the owner of an essentially competing establishment was 
no small matter – Rodolphe Salis owned the hugely popular cabaret artistique, Le Chat 
Noir.231 The excitement associated with visiting the Moulin de la Galette is captured in the 
seminal painting by Pierre-Auguste Renoir from 1876. In fact, Renoir painted this image 
twice, the larger of the two now housed in the Musée d’Orsay. The joy conveyed by the 
crowd tightly packed in the outdoor area of the Moulin de la Galette is highlighted by the 
sunshine playfully squeezing through the trees, illuminating the dancing couples and groups 
in lively conversations. Renoir’s party goers are depicted in the garden area, where Sunday 
afternoon dances were commonly held at the time. 
 
229 Hewitt, Montmartre: A Cultural History, 7-8; Thompson et al, Toulouse-Lautrec and Montmartre, 41. 
230 Thompson et al, Toulouse-Lautrec and Montmartre, 41. 
231 Moore Whiting, Satie the Bohemian, 34-35. 
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Figure 36. Pierre-Auguste Renoir, Bal du Moulin de la Galette, 1876, oil on canvas, 131 x 175cm, Musée 
d'Orsay, Paris (Photo: Wikimedia Commons) 
 
Perched on top of the butte Montmartre and recognizable by its two windmills, the Moulin de 
la Galette became the first architectural symbol of the bohemian Montmartre.232 Historically, 
the name ‘Moulin de la Galette’ referred collectively to a large complex containing 
windmills, gardens, restaurants, cafés, and a dance hall.233 The two windmills in the complex 
– the Blute-Fin and the Radet originally were both accessible from rue Lepic. The Radet, 
built in 1717 and now crowning the modern entrance to the restaurant, was moved to the 
corner of rues Lepic and Girardon in 1924.234 The Blute-Fin (built in 1622 and now on a 
 
232 Thompson et al, Toulouse-Lautrec and Montmartre, 41. 
233 Eliza E. Rathbone, William H. Robinson, Marcia Steele, Van Gogh Repetitions, (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2013), 51. 
234 Rathbone et al, Van Gogh Repetitions, 51. 
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private property) was the more famous structure, containing an observation deck, and still 
able to rotate on its axis in the late 1800s.235 
 
 
Figure 37. Anonymous, Le Moulin de la Galette, c.1885 (Photo: Wikipedia Commons) 
 
 
The artistic interest in the Moulin de la Galette is marked by the many paintings created 
between 1870 and 1910 depicting the entrance, the exterior and the interior of the venue. 
Federico Zandomeneghi (Italian Impressionist, resident in Paris from 1874, and associated 
with Edgar Degas and Edouard Manet)236 depicted the Moulin de la Galette in 1878 from the 
point of view of an onlooker in the street watching a queue of eager visitors hurrying through 
the arched gateway. 
 
235 Rathbone et al, Van Gogh Repetitions, 51. 
236 Philip Nord, Impressionists and Politics: Art and Democracy in the Nineteenth Century, (London, New York: 
Routledge, 2000), 46; T. A. Gronberg, Edouard Manet, Manet: A Retrospective, (New York: Hugh Lauter 
Levin, 1988), 137. 
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Figure 38. Federico Zandomeneghi, Moulin de la Galette, 1878, oil on canvas, 80 x 120 cm, private collection 
(Photo: WikiArt Visual Art Encyclopedia); Postcard, Le Moulin de la Galette, from Kees to Guus van Dongen, c. 
22 June 1905 (Source: Anita Hopmans, All Eyes on Kees Van Dongen, (Rotterdam: Museum Boijmans Van 
Beuningen, 2010), 24.) 
 
Vincent Van Gogh painted numerous images of the landscape of the Moulin de la Galette, 
which perhaps reminded him of his home country with its windmills, as well as several close-
up views of the entrance to the complex.237 The American artist Frank Myers Boggs and Van 
Gogh both painted a similar view of the Blute-Fin windmill and the steps leading up to it 
from the street. A different angle to the Blute-Fin in the paintings by Van Gogh (from Museo 
Nacional de Bellas Artes) and Paul François Quinsac provide a closer look at the historic 
windmill, with Van Gogh including the observation platform in the backdrop. The steps up 
into the windmill and the structural beam in both of these images symbolically lead the eye 
higher into the Blute-Fin, with Quinsac’s women animated in the blowing wind as they 
descend the staircase. The sense of excitement conveyed by these images points to the 
Moulin de la Galette as a Parisian destination – whether enjoying the view, or relaxing at one 
of the tables at the bottom of the stairs. 
 
237 Two versions of almost identical size and composition, titled Le Moulin de la Galette, October 1886, 38 x 46 
cm, one in Collection Kroller-Muller Museum (Otterlo) and another in Nationalgalerie, Staatliche Museen 
(Berlin). 
77 
 
 
 
Figure 39. Frank Myers Boggs, Le Moulin de Blute-Fin, 
n.d., oil on canvas, 55 x 38 cm, private collection (Sold 
by Sotheby’s New York, 15 December 2000) 
 
Figure 40. Paul François Quinsac, Moulin de la 
Galette, 1887, oil on canvas, 100.3 x 72.4 cm, 
private collection (Sold at auction 19 April 2006, 
MutualArt, accessed 8 October 2018)  
 
Figure 41. Vincent Van Gogh, Le Moulin de Blute-
Fin, 1886, oil on canvas, 55.2 x 38 cm, Museum de 
Fundatie, Zwolle. (Photo: Wikimedia Commons) 
 
 
Figure 42. Vincent Van Gogh, Le Moulin de la Galette, 
1886, oil on canvas, 61 x 50 cm, Museo Nacional de 
Bellas Artes, Buenos Aires. (Photo: Wikimedia 
Commons)
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The realist approach of the Catalan artists, Santiago Rusiñol and Ramon Casas – both active 
in Paris in the 1890s238 – present a more melancholic view of the grounds and the 
surroundings of the Moulin de la Galette. Rusiñol shows the area in daylight and void of 
crowds, yet his repeated return to the Moulin de la Galette as a subject points to his keen 
interest in this landmark. Rusiñol conveys the realism associated with the business of running 
the Moulin de la Galette: kitchens, gardens, a ticket seller in the corridor leading to the dance 
hall, or other workers waiting for the dance hall to come alive with visitors.  
 
 
  
Figure 43. Santiago Rusiñol, Moulin de la Galette, 
ca.1891, oil on canvas, 33.5 x 41 cm, Museu Nacional 
d’Art de Catalunya, Barcelona. (Photo: Wikimedia 
Commons) 
 
Figure 44. Santiago Rusiñol, Moulin de la Galette 
Kitchens, c.1890, oil on canvas, 97.5 x 130.5 cm, Museu 
Nacional d’Art de Catalunya, Barcelona. (Photo: 
WikiArt Visual Art Encyclopedia)
 
 
 
 
 
238 Cristina Mendoza, “Casas and Rusiñol: The Allure of Montmartre,” in Barcelona and Modernity: Picasso, 
Gaudí, Miró and Dalí, edited by William H Robinson, Jordi Falgàs, Carmen Belen Lord, Robert Hughes, (New 
Haven, London: Yale University Press, 2006), 42-53. 
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Figure 45. Santiago Rusiñol, Jardin de 
Moulin de la Galette, 1890-1891 
(Photo source unknown) 
 
 
Figure 46. Santiago Rusiñol, 
Waiting for Customers, Moulin de 
la Galette, 1890s (Photo: 
Wikimedia Commons) 
 
 
 
Figure 47. Santiago Rusiñol, Ticket 
Seller at Moulin de la Galette (Photo: 
WikiArt Visual Art Encyclopedia) 
 
 
Rusiñol chose to depict Maurice Utrillo (the only painter and long-time resident of 
Montmartre who was born there) in front of the Moulin de la Galette.239 (The background 
lined with white globes in Utrillo’s portrait connect his portrait with Renoir’s garden of 
leisure-seekers basking in the sunshine.) Casas painted Erik Satie, the bohemian composer 
the first two decades of whose work were focused around music for cabarets of 
Montmartre,240 on the backdrop of the famous windmill. 
 
 
239 Gabriel P. Weisberg, “Discovering Sites: Enervating Signs for the Spanish Modernistas,” in Montmartre and 
the Making of Mass Culture, edited by Gabriel P. Weisberg, (New Brunswick, New Jersey, London: Rutgers 
University Press, 2001), 259. 
240 Moore Whiting, Satie, The Bohemian. 
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Figure 48. Santiago Rusiñol, Portrait of Miquel 
Utrillo, 1890-1891, oil on canvas, 222.5 x 151 cm, 
Museu Nacional d'Art de Catalunya, Barcelona 
(Photo: Wikimedia Commons) 
 
Figure 49. Ramon Casas, The Bohemian, Poet of 
Montmartre, 1891, oil on canvas, 198.8 x 99.7 cm, 
Northwestern University Library, Evanston, Illinois 
(Photo: Wikimedia Commons)
 
Rusiñol’s many images provide a realist’s view of the outside areas of the complex, but 
Ramon Casas takes the viewer inside the dance hall. Daylight seeping through the windows 
over the sparse dance floor in Dance at the Moulin de la Galette (1890) suggests that the 
image may be depicting an afternoon, before the crowds fill up the floor. Both images make a 
feature of the orchestral platform raised above the dance floor.  
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Figure 50. Ramon Casas, Interior of Le Moulin de la 
Galette, c.1890-1891, oil on canvas, 78.5 x 69 cm, 
Museu Nacional d’Art de Catalunya, Barcelona 
(Photo: Wikimedia Commons) 
 
Figure 51. Ramon Casas, Dance at Moulin de la 
Galette, 1890-1891, oil on canvas, 100 x 81.4 cm, 
Museu Cau Ferrat, Sitges (Photo: Wikimedia 
Commons)
 
 
The railing visible in the background of Dance at the Moulin de la Galette separating the 
dancefloor from the socialising areas corresponds to that in Casas’s image of Madeleine de 
Boiguillaume (a model who also posed for Toulouse-Lautrec),241 depicted at a round table 
observing something outside the compositional frame (Madeleine at the Moulin de la 
Galette). The dancefloor festivities are visible in the mirror behind her; her glass is full, and 
there is a half-finished cigar in her hand. A similar image from 1901-1902 shows a woman 
(perhaps the same model) seated on the backdrop of the crowded dancefloor, with the 
orchestral platform once again in view. 
 
 
241 Mendoza, “Casas and Rusiñol: The Allure of Montmartre,” 51-52. 
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Figure 52. Ramon Casas, Madeleine au Moulin de la 
Galette, 1892, oil on canvas, 117 x 90 cm, Museu de 
Montserrat, Catalania (Photo: Wikimedia 
Commons) 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 53. Ramon Casas, Moulin de la Galette, 
1901-1902, oil on canvas, 143.5 x 140.5 cm, Circulo 
del Liceo, Barcelona (Photo: Wikimedia Commons)
 
Spanish artists were certainly aware of bohemia, but “managed to remain above it, and often 
outside of it.”242 They did not involve themselves or the viewer too closely with their 
subject,243 instead taking on the role of observers. Casas’s Interior del Moulin de la Galette 
(1891-1890) alludes to prostitution rather than dance merriment, while the images of a lone 
woman at a table suggest vulnerability. The grey and empty images of the dance hall keep are 
perhaps closer to reality than the gaiety and indulgence depicted by the French artists.244 The 
Moulin de la Galette under the bohemian hand of Toulouse-Lautrec focuses on the buzz of 
the crowds that the Catalan artists persistently avoided. The women in Toulouse-Lautrec’s 
images are far from the “republican ideal” of domestic responsibilities and sobriety,245 
 
242 Weisberg, “Discovering sites,” 263. 
243 Thompson et al, Toulouse-Lautrec and Montmartre, 111. 
244 Weisberg, “Discovering Sites”, 259; Thompson et al, Toulouse-Lautrec and Montmartre, 111. 
245 John Kim Mulholland, “Republican Order and Republican Tolerance,” in Montmartre and the Making of 
Mass Culture, edited by Gabriel P. Weisberg, (New Brunswick, New Jersey, London: Rutgers University 
Press, 2001), 31. 
83 
 
instead reflecting the vice associated with Montmartre. Given that these were painted just 
before the refurbishments of the dance hall, it is fair to assume that the Moulin de la Galette 
of the later images perhaps aspired to a more elevated perception from its visitors. Toulouse-
Lautrec’s “cheerful animation” of the room contrasts with its tattered furnishings,246 while the 
lack of hats, the lack of attention to maquillage and the general absence of elegance makes 
this a very different Moulin de la Galette than that pictured in the early 1900s. 
 
    
Figure 54. Henri Toulouse-Lautrec, At the Moulin de la 
Galette, 1889, oil on canvas, 88.9 x 101.3 cm, Art 
Institute of Chicago (Photo: Wikimedia Commons) 
 
 
Figure 55. Henri Toulouse-Lautrec, A corner of the 
Moulin de la Galette, 1892, oil on cardboard, 100 x 
89.2 cm, National Gallery of Art, Washington 
(Photo: NGA Washington)
 
 
 
246 Mack, Toulouse-Lautrec, 123. 
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Figure 56. “New Dancing Hall of the Moulin de la Galette,” 1898, photograph, Musée de Montmartre, Paris. 
(Photo: Wikimedia Commons) 
 
 
THE MOULIN DE LA GALETTE AT THE TURN OF THE CENTURY 
 
“The real dancer […] has taken refuge on the 
heights of Montmartre” (J Davray, 1890)247 
 
 
Renoir’s famous 1876 depiction of couples basking in the sunshine gives a warm portrayal of 
an afternoon at the Moulin de la Galette. The excitement transitions to somewhat seedier 
depictions by Toulouse-Lautrec, with a taste of melancholy from the Spanish artists, finally 
arriving at the joy and the celebration of colours from the artists of the early 1900s. By this 
time, the dance hall had established itself as arguably the most definitive in Montmartre, with 
artists frequenting it, both for artistic inspiration and in search of recreation. The name galette 
may have referred to small specialty cakes that were once served at the mill,248 but the 
 
247 J. Davray, L’Amour à Paris, (Paris: J.-B. Ferreyrol, 1890), 122, (quoted in Hewitt, Montmartre: A Cultural 
History, 66). 
248 Hewitt, Montmartre: A Cultural History, 65. 
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delicacies of the dance hall turned towards fashion and entertainment at the turn of the 
twentieth century.  
 
After the refurbishments in the 1890s, the coloured lights in the gardens, a large dancefloor 
equipped with a platform for the orchestra, reflecting walls, and gas-powered projectors made 
a night at the Moulin de la Galette something to remember.249 The evening was overseen by 
the owner, Auguste Dubray, and visitors entered through a corridor which ascended into a 
large hall lined with tables. By 1900 the Moulin de la Galette was open four nights a week, 
with each evening targeting a particular clientele.250 
 
The refurbishments of the Moulin de la Galette also raised its etiquette rules, emphasising its 
refined image when compared to the cabaret venues at the bottom of the Butte. Even its 
position higher on the hill and away from the rowdy cabarets closer to Boulevard de Clichy 
seems indicative of its elevated social ‘position’. In fact, by the standards of Montmartre, the 
Moulin de la Galette was “really quite proper.”251 The cancan and other provocative dances 
were considered too rowdy, and wayward behaviour between men and women was quickly 
pointed out by the owner.252 The venue attracted better clientele than in the days of Renoir’s 
painting, when the unemployed poor dominated its dance floors; now workers, seamstresses 
and their gentlemen went there to enjoy their evening.253  
 
The owner, Auguste Debray, had a table set aside for his artist friends, who came into the 
dance hall through a separate back entrance in order to avoid drawing attention to their 
 
249 Roe, In Montmartre, 66. 
250 Jean Barreyre, Les Nuit de Montmartre, 64, (quoted in Hewitt, Montmartre: A Cultural History, 65). 
251 Roe, In Montmartre, 66-68; Hewitt, Montmartre: A Cultural History, 65. 
252 Claude Lepape and Thierry Defert, The Art of George Lepape: From the Ballet Russes to Vogue, (London, 
Thames and Hudson, 1984), 27. 
253 Roe, In Montmartre, 66-68. 
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preferential treatment.254 Pablo Picasso, George Lepape, George Braque, and many others 
were regular visitors to the dance hall. Henri Matisse made hundreds of drawings of future 
stars at the Moulin de la Galette.255 Sadly now lost, the sales of these drawings helped to 
sustain his family in financially tough times. Kees Van Dongen was often seen sketching in 
the corner.256 He sold the drawings, according to Fernande Olivier, to the “humorous 
weeklies” for five or ten francs.257 Whether attracted by the freely accessible models or by the 
proximity to all the excitement of a lively Parisian dance hall, avant-garde artists were there 
to capture the world that let loose – and what it was wearing. 
 
The increasingly regulated dress code at the Moulin de la Galette reflected the rise of haute 
couture, with hats decorating the head of every woman on the dance floor. The new dress 
standards introduced with the 1890s refurbishments meant that “hats for the dancers were de 
rigueur.”258 Café-concerts, clubs and cabarets were places to be seen, as much as to see, and 
dance halls were no exception. 
 
In 1900, Pablo Picasso arrived in Paris to see his works displayed in the World Fair, settling 
in Paris a few years later.259 His version of Le Moulin de la Galette, stems from the first 
impressions of Montmartre and Paris, making an interesting comparison with Renoir’s 1876 
composition, which Picasso would have been aware of. (He was also familiar with the 
depictions of the dance hall by his compatriots Rusiñol, Casas, and Maurice Utrillo, who 
once had an apartment above it.260) As the crowd gently recedes into elegantly dressed 
 
254 Lepape and Defert, The Art of George Lepape, 26; Roe, In Montmartre, 66-68. 
255 Spurling, The Unknown Matisse, 197. 
256 Roe, In Montmartre, 22-23; Lepape, Defert, The Art of George Lepape, 27. 
257 Fernande Olivier, Picasso and His Friends, (New York: Appleton-Century, 1965), 20. 
258 Roe, In Montmartre, 23. 
259 Dan Franck, Bohemia Paris: Picasso, Modigliani, Matisse, and the Birth of Modern Art, (New York: Grove 
Press, 1998), 16; Gertrude Stein, Picasso, (New York: Dover Publications, 1984), 20. 
260 Richardson, A life of Picasso, 167. 
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perspective of men and women, a few figures in the foreground catch the viewer’s attention. 
The darkness in this work sets it apart from then existing portrayals of the dance hall; the 
glowing lights add to the magnetism and the mystery in this work. Picasso structures his 
composition similarly to Renoir’s (despite setting it indoors), but his Moulin de la Galette is 
almost sinister, sharply contrasting with the warmth and relaxed atmosphere of Renoir’s 
image.  
 
  
Figure 57. Pablo Picasso, Le Moulin de la Galette, 1900, oil on canvas, 88.2 x 115.5 cm, Guggenheim Museum, 
New York. (Source: Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York, Thannhauser Collection, Gift, Justin K. 
Thannhauser, 1978) 
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Figure 58. Pierre-Auguste Renoir, Bal du Moulin de la Galette, 1876 (comparison image) 
 
For a nineteen-year-old Andalusian man who had only known devout women wearing lace 
mantillas and whores hidden behind closed doors, Parisian women would have been a strange 
mix.261 In 1900 Picasso’s impression of the inseparability of Parisian women and fashion was 
already strong. His seductive portrayal reflects his perception of the mystery (even 
aggressiveness) of the French leisure scene, while clearly emphasising its fashionability, and 
using hats to mark the differences between the women. In a way, the painting reflects 
Picasso’s first exhilarating taste of Paris, as he spent “a delirious couple of months wallowing 
in the decadent glamour of Montmartre” in the company of two Catalan friends: Carles 
Casagemas (fellow painter and poet) and Manuel Pallarès (a long term friend and painter).262 
The revelation of raw sexuality that could be harnessed through art was as eye-opening as the 
‘shamelessness’ of Parisian artists setting up easels in plain view of the public.263 
 
 
261 Roe, In Montmartre, 25; Unger, Picasso and the Painting That Shocked the World, 78. 
262 Unger, Picasso and the Painting That Shocked the World, 12, 78. 
263 Richardson, A Life of Picasso, 167. 
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Picasso’s impression of and his relationships with women have been the subject of many 
scholarly writings. Andrew Brink presents a comprehensive analysis of the literature on the 
artist and his women from a psychoanalytical perspective in Desire and Avoidance in Art.264 
Fernande Olivier recalls her impressions upon meeting Picasso, how “his oddly insistent 
expression compelled one’s attention,” and his “magnetism,” which she found impossible to 
resist.265 Later, the artist’s jealousy and possessiveness kept Fernande on a short leash, 
sometimes locked in the studio when Picasso went out – something she revenged by posing 
nude for Van Dongen.266 “For me, there are only two kinds of women – goddesses and 
doormats,”267 are the famous words by Picasso as recalled by Francoise Gilot, his companion 
between 1943 and 1953. Gilot’s descriptions of her experiences suggest a dichotomy between 
intense hunger and self-preservation as motivations for Picasso.268  
 
In the foreground of Le Moulin de la Galette, Picasso shows us a sensual corner of the club: 
two young women engaged in a whisper while the third is flirting with the viewer. As she 
leans into the composition, she demonstrates the desire to be seen. Their facial similarities, 
combined with sharp outlines and strong colours, create an almost predatory impression. The 
restrained hunger, taking on a sinister character, portrays Parisian women in the famous 
dance hall as ambiguous and dangerous creatures. Picasso’s obsession with the peril of erotic 
desire, combined with the fear of a loss of self,269 sits at the heart of this work he painted as 
one of his first impressions of Montmartre and Paris. A mix of fascination and distrust 
experienced by Picasso around the women of Montmartre (and the Moulin de la Galette in 
 
264 Andrew Brink, Desire and Avoidance in Art: Pablo Picasso, Hans Bellmer, Balthus, and Joseph Cornell, 
Psychobiographical Studies with Attachment Theory, (New York: Peter Lang Publishing, 2007), 25-76. 
265 Olivier, Picasso and His Friends, 16. 
266 Richardson, A Life of Picasso, 463-464. 
267 Unger, Picasso and the Painting That Shocked the World, 7; Francoise Gilot, Carlton Lake, Life with Picasso, 
(New York: New York Review Books, 2019), 76. 
268 Gilot, Lake, Life with Picasso, 21-26, 75-83. 
269 Unger, Picasso and the Painting That Shocked the World, 86-90. 
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particular), masked in elegance, places the artist himself in the male figures of the painting: 
observing from the shadows. 
 
A black hat by Jeanne Lanvin (now in the Fine Arts Museum in San Francisco) dated early 
twentieth century closely resembles the hats in Picasso’s vision of the Moulin de la Galette. 
Made of black velvet, with wide brim and shirred crown, it is decorated with one silk rose. 
By the turn of the century, Lanvin had been designing for her own label for over ten years, 
having moved on from a successful career as a milliner to satisfy the demand for her clothing 
designs.270 This restrained design is feminine and elegant, focusing on the rose as one of 
oldest symbols of femininity on the background of dignified velvet luxury in black.   
 
 
Figure 59. Jeanne Lanvin, early twentieth century, silk, velvet, 8 x 42 x 40 cm, Fine Arts Museums of San 
Francisco. (Source: FAMSF, Gift of Mrs. Leslie L. Roos) 
 
Picasso’s choice of a similar hat style in his image of the Moulin de la Galette, placed on 
almost identical faces, reflects a tendency towards modernism. Simplification of forms and 
the individuality of colours evident in his painting go hand in hand with the minimalist, 
 
270 “Jeanne Lanvin”, Palais Galliera, Musée de la Mode de la ville de Paris (accessed online 2 March 2019). 
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elegant lines of Lanvin’s hat. Slight tilt, wide brim, low crowns and singular decorations in 
the painting accentuate the wearers’ stature with floral or feathery highlights, while the high 
collars further emphasise the tilts of the hats through repetition of brim lines. The women’s 
impeccable red lips and contoured eyes, combined with the elegant gowns and high set hats, 
accentuate the significance of one’s public image. The architectural feel of the monotone 
assembly of men assign them the role of the neutral background, favouring the female 
figures. Individuality in the decorations of the hats serves as an identifying feature of each 
woman, while the similarities between their faces and dresses emphasises the impression of a 
crowd. Within just weeks of his arrival in the city, Picasso establishes (in John Richardson’s 
words) “his right to a place in the modern French tradition,” “evoking an erotic ambiance all 
the more exciting for being menacing.”271 
 
Roland Barthes, in The Fashion System, defines three privileged time periods in the cycles of 
fashion: spring (with regards to seasons), vacation (with regards to the year), and the 
weekend (with regards to the week).272 The Moulin de la Galette presented the epitome of 
‘the weekend stage’ of fashion. It also touched on the other two: the seasonal, as the grounds 
of the complex would be more appealing in warmer months, and the vocational as the escape 
from one’s everyday responsibilities and the repose at the end of the day. A stricter set of 
formal and informal rules accompanied the hat etiquette when compared with the dress 
expectations.273 But as Michael Carter states in his analysis of Thorstein Veblen’s The theory 
of the leisure class, “social life is not just shared, it’s also patterned,” and activities are based 
on the collective nature of the human life and a person’s systematic behaviours.274 The 
expectation of hats, and the desire to be seen as surpassing the expectations, are evident in Le 
 
271 Richardson, A life of Picasso, 167. 
272 Barthes, The Fashion System, 250-251. 
273 Carter, Putting a Face on Things, 115. 
274 Michael Carter, Fashion Classics: From Carlyle to Barthes, (Oxford: Berg, 2003), 43. 
92 
 
Moulin de la Galette. Veblen argued that a “dandy” is distinguishable by the “degree and 
intensity with which his appearance incorporates economic and social principles already at 
work” in the population at large, with increased impracticality pointing to a higher repute of 
the wearer.275 While the definition of a dandy implies a male person of fashionable 
appearance, the concept of distinguished social appearance is applicable across sexes. With 
that in mind, the elegance conveyed in the painting can be considered an “insignia of 
leisure,”276 and the apparent luxury witnessed by Picasso and manifested in his impression of 
the Moulin de la Galette, serves as an example of Veblen’s ‘dandyism,’ decorated with 
beautiful hats. 
 
 
ESCAPISM 
“…they preferred the dance hall of the Moulin de la Galette 
[…] which left both feet and soul enflamed”277 
 
 
The Moulin de la Galette was a thriving example of a particular type of Montmartre 
entertainment: participation in the spectacle of dance. As the good dancers moved on to the 
clubs that paid them, the Moulin de la Galette was left to those who wanted to experience the 
thrill of dance themselves, rather than observe dance as a spectacle.278 The melting pot of 
classy and risqué, of bohemianism and bourgeoisie, of leisure and pleasure, resulted in 
fashion as the overarching layer over its guests.  
 
 
275 Carter, Fashion Classics, 47. 
276 Carter, Fashion Classics, 47. 
277 Franck, Liebow, Bohemian Paris, 73. 
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Gavin Waddell in How Fashion Works: Couture, Ready-to-wear and Mass Production, 
argues that fashion deals with a world of illusion, juxtaposed with a complex and labour-
intensive industry behind its scenes.279 This duality existed in every aspect of the Moulin de 
la Galette. The fantasy indulged by its visitors, wrapped in layers of carefree elegance hid 
their sometimes questionable existence. Artists celebrated wins and escaped their daily 
struggles by losing themselves for a night at the dance hall. At the same time, the duality of 
the imagery of the Moulin de la Galette itself, addressed above through the works of Spanish 
artists, contrasted the “memories of the previous evening’s gaiety” with the “desolation of the 
same location in the gray light of morning.”280 The emptied interior and lonely surroundings 
in their realism encourage a pull between the ‘inside’ and the ‘outside,’ thereby contrasting 
with the bohemianism of Toulouse-Lautrec and the wild romanticism of Van Gogh. The 
illusion finished off with a fancy hat, effectively ‘dressed up’ the reality, creating a Cinderella 
effect that inevitably ended at the end of the night. 
 
The main purpose of going to the Moulin de la Galette was, therefore, the escape from daily 
drudges. For the men, whether they were poor artists looking to escape their hardships, or 
bourgeoisie curious about the life of Montmartre, it provided an opportunity to dance, chat 
and drink with fashionably dressed women. For the women, the image promised a night of 
music, indulgence, and an opportunity to both see and be seen. George Lepape’s description 
of the artists’ visits to the Moulin de la Galette conveys the anticipation of delight. He 
remembered Marie Laurencin’s excitement with 
she was mad with joy. […] She enjoyed every moment and admired 
everything, especially the little ladies got up to the nines for an evening out, 
come to relax, to dance, and forget their daily work.281 
 
279 Waddell, How Fashion Works, ix. 
280 Weisberg, “Discovering sites,” 258-259. 
281 Lepape, Defert, The Art of George Lepape, 27. 
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George Braque’s lithograph of George Lepape and Marie Laurencin dancing depicts her 
slender form standing out on the background of Lepape’s checkered suit, with her small hat 
of a low crown and narrow brim contrasting against his black bowler. The movement 
suggested by the angles in her body shows her elegant form in motion, conveying girlish 
plasticity. 
 
Figure 60. George Braque, Marie Laurencin and George Lepape at the Moulin de la Galette, 1904, lithograph, 
14 x 9.5 cm, Collection Claude Lepape. (Source: Claude Lepape, Thierry Defert, The Art of George Lepape: From 
the Ballet Russes to Vogue, (New York: Vendome Press, 1984), 18.) 
 
 
Figure 61. Esther Meyer, Plateau féminin, 1902-1905, lace, straw, velvet, 8 x 36 x 35 cm, Musée du Chapeau, 
Chazelles-sur-Lyon. (Photo: Jean-Paul Paireault – Daniel Ulmer, Atelier-Musée du Chapeau) 
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It is difficult to judge the materials the hat may be made of in a monochrome medium, but a 
hat by Esther Meyer from the Musée du Chapeau (1902-1905, Chazelles-sur-Lyon) resembles 
the low set design with simple ribbon decoration on Laurencin’s head. Named plateau 
féminin, the title emphasises the low set design. The lace covering the straw body of the hat 
adds elegance, removing the outdoor associations of straw sun and boater hats, and adding a 
touch of luxury with the velvet ribbons. The hat secured by the double elastic indicated in the 
museum description (double élastique noir), its lace is embroidered with ivory flowers, while 
the black velvet ribbon covers the entire width of the narrow calotte (cap). The brim widened 
at the front creates asymmetry accentuated by the overflowing bow at the back. The hat’s 
outline in Braque’s image is thick enough for a trim such as the one seen in Meyer’s design 
(2.5cm black braided ribbon straw). With such a shallow crown, the straps were tied under 
the chin to secure the hat, to allow the wearer unimpeded movement. 
 
The images of couples dancing at the Moulin de la Galette exude the relief of escapism. Kees 
Van Dongen’s Le Moulin de la Galette ou La Mattchiche (1905-06) dives into the middle of 
the crowded dance floor. The carefree atmosphere of the dance hall is conveyed through the 
bodies leaning into their partners’ arms, while the positioning of the brightest couple on the 
right of the composition emphasises imbalance and the sense of movement. Each couple is 
echoed in the others extending into the background, highlighting the addictive nature of 
participating in this form of entertainment. The painting is named after the Brazilian 
partnered dance Maxixe, which was popular at the dance hall,282 and Van Dongen suggests 
promiscuity through the elongated, wandering hands of his male protagonists.  
 
 
282 Richardson, A Life of Picasso, 167. 
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Figure 62. Kees van Dongen, Le Moulin de la Galette ou La Mattchiche, 1906, 65.5 x 54.5 cm, Musée d’Art 
Moderne, Troyes. (Source: Anita Hopmans, All Eyes on Kees Van Dongen, (Rotterdam: Museum Boijmans Van 
Beuningen, 2010), 63); George Lepape, two sketches made during an evening at the Moulin de la Galette, 
c.1907, pencil, 17 x 10 cm, collection Claude Lepape. (Source: Claude Lepape, Thierry Defert, The Art of George 
Lepape: From the Ballet Russes to Vogue, (New York: Vendome Press, 1984), 26.) 
 
George Lepape’s sketch of the crowd in motion shows the dancers’ bodies twisted in 
movement, caught in the midst of a weight transfer. The central figure, sharply bent in her 
partner’s hold, twists her neck sideways, leaving her head on a tilt. The small dark hat sits so 
far forward on her head that it may fly off at any moment! The hat stays on though, while in 
the foreground a man’s top hat is symbolically left sitting on the table. The close up sketch of 
the single couple is executed in a much more sensual way. Her white silhouette pressed up 
against the man’s much darker figure accentuates her feminine form. Perhaps the couple is 
dancing tango, also popular at the dance hall,283 suggested by the closeness of their upper 
bodies. Her hat is designed to impress the onlookers regardless of whether the woman is even 
looking at them. Drawn with a minimalist hand, the long feathers extending behind the 
woman’s head and casually curving around her thickly set hairstyle seem to be extending 
 
283 Richardson, A Life of Picasso, 167. 
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from the woman herself. The alluring and unidentifiable figure becomes the embodiment of 
the fashionable, an exotic fantasy attracting visitors to the Moulin de la Galette. 
 
   
Figure 63. Maries, Moulin de la Galette Concours de 
Valse Montmartre Cabaret, 1897, poster, 
lithograph, 60 x 40 cm, private collection. (Sold at 
auction, Catawiki, accessed online 5 April 2019) 
 
Figure 64. Charles Naillod, Affiche du Moulin de la 
Galette, 1906, poster. (Photo: Wikimedia 
Commons)
 
Nothing emphasises the allure of the dance floor and the participation in the entertainment 
quite like les affiches, advertising the activities enjoyed at the Moulin de la Galette. Les 
affiches are filled with the energy and excitement accompanying the dancing: smiling faces, 
beautiful fashion, and bodies captured in motion. The formality of the waltz contest 
(concours de valse) advertisement is offset by the exaggeratedly animated faces of the 
couple. An eye-catching row of roses stretches all along the large brim of the hat, matched by 
the flowers the lady holds as she wraps her arm around her partner. The artist chooses the hat 
to be the emphasis of his caricature, conveying the inseparability of fashion from the venue. 
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The dancing couples sweeping across the floor in the second image, promote the major 
attraction of the Moulin de la Galette: participation in the spectacle of dance. The emphasis 
on well-executed movement placed in both images supports the words of J. Davray, “the true 
dancer is to be found at the Moulin de la Galette” – matched by an equal emphasis on well-
chosen fashion. The dress code is clearly outlined, and the ladies’ hats are the most 
articulated part of their wardrobe: each one of them is unique. While the liberties may be 
taken with dance partners, as evident from the two women dancing together in foreground, no 
liberties are permitted when it comes to hats. Each design gives its wearer a lift, elongating 
the neck, and displaying a celebration of styles and colours on the women’s heads. 
 
Escapism was about indulgence, adrenaline and addiction, and at the Moulin de la Galette it 
ensured that people kept coming back. The escape also went hand in hand with the 
opportunity to embody an alternative version of oneself.  Much like a mask, the hat allowed 
the wearer to indulge in the performative aspect of attending the dance hall.  The hat’s ability 
to boost a person’s fashionability timetabled hats according to the day of the week. In 
Barthes’ privileged time periods of the cycles of fashion, the Moulin de la Galette was a night 
and a weekend exploit, while the occasional special event, such as a dance contest, made it a 
seasonal venture. The timetabling most likely did not mean that the hats were necessarily 
divided up into those categories – that would have depended on the wealth of the person 
attending. But it did accentuate the seasonal nature of fashion and its individual objects, 
ultimately using the hat to define time of day, week, or year, and to enhance the theatricality 
of the experience, underlining the performative aspect of the hat. 
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VAN DONGEN’S ‘FIREWORKS’ 
 
Some of the most vibrant images of the Moulin de la Galette are those painted by Kees van 
Dongen, who rarely tore himself away from the popular dance hall to visit other 
establishments of Montmartre.284 George Lepape described him as a “highly eccentric 
character,” unfitting with the image associated with the venue: 
he didn’t dance, just watched and made sketches. He always smoked a 
clay pipe. Long sleeved jersey in navy-blue wool, trousers in heavy cotton 
and bare feet in thonged leather sandals. […] the only man permitted to 
appear in such casual attire.285 
 
Despite his reclusive appearance, the exhilaration captured in Van Dongen’s images fits 
perfectly with Roland Barthes’s statement that in fashion, “festivity is tyrannical, it conquers 
time: fashion time is essentially festive time.”286 The hatted crowds fill his canvases, 
extending into the distance, with the ‘sea’ of hats blending with the fireworks of short 
colourful brushstrokes. The feeling of mass excitement achieved through the rugged 
brushwork and the mix of colours give the impression of the delirium that was a dance at the 
Moulin de la Galette. He predominantly used the short, thick brushstrokes in depicting crowd 
scenes, cascading effects (for example, sunshine in Lieuses287), or the bright lights and 
movement in a dance hall. The brush strokes recall those of his compatriot Vincent van 
Gogh, with Van Dongen applying the paint even thicker and squarer. This association with 
Van Gogh was praised in 1905 by critics at the Salon des Independents.288  
 
 
284 Olivier, Picasso and His Friends, 156. 
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Figure 65. Kees van Dongen, Le Moulin de la Galette, 1906, oil on canvas, 54.3 x 73.3 cm, private 
collection. (Sold at auction 1 March 2017, accessed on MutualArt 20 September 2018); Le Moulin de la Galette, 
1906, oil on canvas, 54 x 65 cm, private collection. (Sold by Christie’s Paris, 21 May 2008)  
 
A series of ‘exploding’ images of the Moulin de la Galette painted around 1905 feature 
crowds of hatted men and women filling the dance floor in an insatiable manner. Here, van 
Dongen does not bother to paint his dancers in full view, instead just focusing on their hatted 
heads. The male figures in the painting show little difference from one another in their 
narrow-brimmed dark bowlers, serving as the uniform background on which the women’s 
hats stand out through the variety of colours and styles. Indeed, women’s hats were often 
custom made ‘artworks’, while men’s hats were typically made by male chapeliers (hat 
makers) in a standardised style.289  In this respect, Van Dongen’s depictions echoes Picasso’s 
monotone architectural hatted men that create a platform for the woman to shine against. 
 
The distinguishable figures of couples in the foreground of these images serve as 
representatives of many others disappearing into the background. Each hatted pair is echoed 
by another in the distance. The couples mirroring each other evokes a sense of rhythm, which 
is not out of place in a dance hall. The roughly applied details on the hats in the foreground 
are echoed by the bright strokes diminishing into the background to suggest the multitude of 
 
289 Kimberly Chrisman-Campbell, "Hats off to Impressionism! Edgar Degas and the Paris Millinery Trade," 
Ornament, 39:4, 2017, 41. 
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colourful hats disappearing further into the crowd. What looks like a small tilting floral hat on 
the lady in profile in the foreground is constructed of short brushstrokes over a faint outline. 
The short, rugged brushwork paves the way of injecting fireworks, and could even be read as 
suggestive by the “sexually rapacious” artist.290 
 
The hatted woman caught in the frame in an extreme close up in the second image seems to 
have accidentally stepped into the frame, giving us a chance to explore the details otherwise 
lost in a busy crowd. While in the background the couples echo each other in a rhythmic 
repetition of figures and hats, the woman interrupts this rhythm, evoking a sense of joyful 
chaos. Her large ‘almond’ eyes – a signature of Van Dongen291 – draw the viewer in. The 
photographic effect created by the abrupt cutting of the image leaves just the eyes framed by 
the edge of the painting and the bright red hat topped with plump red flowers. (This framing 
effect of the face is not unlike Henri Matisse’s Femme au chapeau.) The hat, while not very 
large, is intricate in design. Its clearly outlined brim is framed with floral decorations. The 
low crown of the hat and its relatively modest size would not inhibit her movement on the 
dance floor, while the delicate red flowers, bunched together, create a slight coquettish 
elevation. Elegance and originality conveyed by the close-up of the woman gives the viewer 
a peek into the sub-culture of the dance halls, highlighting the allure of unexpected 
encounters, and drawing attention to the most exciting part of a woman’s wardrobe – the hat.  
 
Keeping in mind the necessity for practicality in a dance hall, smaller hats allowed for a more 
carefree and vigorously spent evening. Achieving the functionality of le chapeau de toujours 
aller292 (or daily wear), the hats nevertheless were a chance to demonstrate one’s 
 
290 Richardson, A Life of Picasso, 464. 
291 Stein, The Autobiography of Alice Toklas, 32. 
292 Nicole le Maux, Modes de Paris: Histoire du chapeau féminin, (Paris: Editions Charles Massin, 2000), 41. 
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understanding of and association with artistry. Secured with hat pins, a small decorative hat 
angled on top of the coiffure achieved the balance between fashion standards and the ability 
to spend the evening unimpeded by the fashion. Caroline Reboux’s designs from Musée des 
Arts Décoratifs serve as examples of smaller hats created by a sought after modiste. (A hat by 
Caroline Reboux was a sought-after commodity: she designed for the Empress Eugenie,293 
and remained the royalty of milliners from the mid-1860s until her death in 1927.294) 
 
  
Figure 66. Caroline Reboux, 1908-1910, guipure 
(bobbin lace), velvet, coral, gold thread, 28 cm 
diameter, 3 cm depth, Musée des Arts Décoratifs. 
(Photo: Paris MAD / Jean Tholance) 
 
Figure 67. Caroline Reboux, 1904-05, braided 
straw, flowers in dyed cotton canvas, taffeta lining, 
27 cm diameter, 4 cm depth, Musée des Arts 
Décoratifs. (Photo: Paris MAD)
 
 
This shape and style appear to be similar to the hats portrayed by Van Dongen in his painting 
of the Moulin de la Galette crowd: small, tilting, with playing colours, conveyed through 
multiple colourful brushstrokes. With just three to four centimetres in height, the small hats 
 
293 Hughes, Hats, 13. 
294 Hughes, Hats, 230. 
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by Reboux demonstrate a focus on their decorative features: flowers, lace, velvet and coral. 
The sensuality of the fabrics and the delicate nature of the materials emphasise the fragility of 
the item itself. Being small was an advantage since the hat would have been easier to handle 
and to keep protected during wear, while still impressing with its intricate design. 
 
The exuberant artificial flowers used on one of the hats by Reboux demonstrate the strength 
of the skills of fleuristes. These crafters used stamps, irons and goffers to transform silks and 
muslins into beautiful flowers; it is estimated that twenty-four thousand fleuristes were 
working in Paris between 1896 and 1906.295 The lively shades of pinks in the design 
emphasise youth, vitality, and femininity, while the motifs evoke a sense of celebration. The 
myriad of designs produced by the enormous hatting industry and the intricate craftsmanship 
that went into each item, are reflected symbolically by Van Dongen through the explosion of 
colour, with small vibrant bursts of celebration conveying new hats visible (or suggested) in 
the crowd.  
 
 
295 Chrisman-Campbell, "Hats off to Impressionism!” 39. 
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Figure 68. Camille, Hat, ca. 1905, silk, linen, Metropolitan Museum of Art. (Source: Brooklyn Museum Costume 
Collection at The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Gift of the Brooklyn Museum, 2009; Gift of Lillian E. Glenn 
Peirce and Mabel Glenn Cooper, 1929); Bonnet, ca.1900, horsehair, cotton, Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
(Source: Brooklyn Museum Costume Collection at The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Gift of the Brooklyn 
Museum, 2009; Gift of the Princess Viggo in accordance with the wishes of the Misses Hewitt, 1931) 
 
 
 
Figure 69. Caroline Reboux, 1900-1905, velvet, ribbon, egret feathers, silk tulle, 12 x 35 x 36 cm, Fine Art 
Museums of San Francisco. (Source: FAMSF, Gift of Jane Scribner) 
 
The smaller size of hats did not inhibit the designers’ creativity. Camille’s design from 1900 
may recall old-fashioned bonnets hugging the back of the head, but along with the surviving 
examples by Camille and Reboux, it emphasises the millinery craftsmanship, while providing 
the practicality necessary in movement. A glimpse of a garden in bloom, secured with a chin 
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strap or hat pins, barely extends beyond the diameter of the head, but for that the hat is no 
less impressive. Hats trimmed with artificial flowers were worn in summer, and often to the 
theatres.296 These charming, playful designs emphasize elegance with a touch of girlish 
playfulness, and hats like these would be an ideal complement to a lively evening of dancing. 
 
 
Figure 70. Kees Van Dongen, À la Galette, 1906, reconstructed. (Source: Anita Hopmans, All Eyes on Kees Van 
Dongen, (Rotterdam: Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, 2010), 26.) 
 
Van Dongen’s images of the Moulin de la Galette above have, in fact, come from a single, 
larger canvas: he himself cut the large painting into six panels and sold them as individual 
paintings in the 1950s when his earlier work was enjoying a revival.297 The magnificent scene 
of the reconstruction fills out with characters both on the dance floor and those observing 
from the sides. The explosion of confetti-like fireworks of colours, “recklessly” applied 
straight from the tube,298 over the ‘sea’ of hatted dancers tightly packed underneath, 
 
296 Chrisman-Campbell, “Hats off to Impressionism,” 39. 
297 Hopmans, All Eyes on Kees Van Dongen, 26-27. 
298 Stuart Preston, “Paris: Kees Van Dongen,” Burlington Magazine, 132:1047, (June 1990), 429. 
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emphasises the addictive nature of this escape, while the hatted woman in the close-up on the 
far right highlights the performance that was the Moulin de la Galette. Paris attracted Van 
Dongen “like a lighthouse,”299 and his images of Moulin de la Galette dance hall interior (as 
well as other public attractions, such as the Carousels Place Pigalle or the Moulin Rouge) are 
bursting with the “liberating and sometimes hallucinatory effect of bohemian nightlife.”300  
 
 
FASHIONABLE INTIMACY 
 
The couples resting their feet between the dances enjoyed a different kind of intimacy: in 
conversation, at café tables, and in amorous flirtations. The images of another Dutch artist, 
Isaac Israëls, capture elegance and dignified engagement with the opposite sex. The son of 
the Dutch Hague School painter Jozef Israëls, Isaac went to Paris in 1903 (where he lived for 
ten years) because Leo Hirsch, the Amsterdam couturier, obtained permission for him to 
paint at the House of Paquin.301 The warmth in Israëls’s depictions of the Moulin de la 
Galette recalls the positivity of Renoir’s own Bal, with Israëls emphasising the dignified 
elegance over the celebratory mood. The use of earthy colours allows the artist to highlight 
the hats (high-set and statuesque), and to focus the viewer’s attention on the escapism of 
fashion in the context of the dance hall. Taking a break from dancing to socialise at a table 
also benefitted from the convenience of smaller hats. Israëls’s pastel image, Moulin de la 
Galette, zooms into an intimate conversation at a table of an enamoured couple. The lady’s 
modestly sized hat allows proximity between the man and the woman, while still maintaining 
 
299 Anita Hopmans, The Van Dongen That Nobody Knows: Early and Fauvist Drawings 1895-1912, (Washington: 
University of Washington Press, 1997), 26. 
300 Weisberg, “Discovering sites,” 266. 
301 Wiepke Loos, Guido Jansen, Breitner and His Age: Paintings from the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam, 1800-
1900, (Amsterdam: Rijksmuseum, 1995), 48. 
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respectful boundaries. The intimacy captured by the Israëls is an extension of the closeness of 
the embrace while on the dance floor.  
 
     
Figure 71. Isaac Israëls, Moulin de la Galette, n.d., 
pastel, 63 x 48 cm, private collection. (Sold at 
auction, ArtNet, accessed online 15 September 
2018) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 72. Maison Virot, ca.1900 with alterations, 39.4 x 
38.1cm, 39.4 cm circumference, plaited straw, wire 
frame, silk, velvet and maline, Fine Arts Museums of San 
Francisco. (Source: FAMSF, Gift of Jane Scribner)
 
The double layering on the woman’s hat mirrors the playful and sensual structure of the hat 
by Maison Virot from the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco. The pink and white silk 
roses placed both above and below the brim create a three-dimensional architectural effect, 
further accentuated by the veil under the brim (unseen in the photograph). The leaves and 
ferns in the floral design recall the delicateness of the natural world, with artistry in the 
decorations drawing attention to the hat. Already in the 1890s, the fabrics become richer, and 
milliners incorporated luxurious decorations,302 enabling the creation of a fantasy with the 
designs of headgear. Despite the restraint in the tones used by Israëls in the painting, the 
lively floral design of the lady’s hat captures the viewer’s eye, arousing the viewer’s curiosity 
about the couple.  
 
 
302 Maux, Modes de Paris, 33-34. 
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Figure 73. Isaac Israëls, Café dansant, Moulin de la Galette, ca.1904-1906, oil on canvas, 90 x 110 cm, private 
collection. (Photo: The Athenaeum image library) 
 
 
T.J. Clark argues that modernity begins at the time of Edouard Manet, characterised by 
scepticism as to how art should be represented.303 He suggests that the emergence of the 
lower-middle class was, in fact, the phenomenon which constituted “one of the main 
circumstances of modernist art.”304 Despite the association with high fashion houses, Isaac 
Israëls’s prime interest were seamstresses and models who brought the beautiful gowns to 
life305 – the force behind the illusion of fashion. Attracted by the bustle of city life, Israëls 
was intensely interested in people, their attitudes and gestures. The ‘snapshots’ he captures in 
his paintings were portrayals of instantaneous observation that “formed a characteristic 
whole.”306 
 
303 T. J. Clark, The Painting of Modern Life: Paris in the Art of Manet and His Followers, (London: Thames & 
Hudson, 1999), 10. 
304 Clark, The Painting of Modern Life, 202. 
305 Loos et al, Breitner and His Age, 44; Carel Blotkamp, Van Gogh to Mondrian: Dutch Works on Paper, 
(Amsterdam: Rijksmuseum, 2000), 141. 
306 Anna Wagner, Isaac Israëls, (Amsterdam: Meulenhoff, 1969), 18. 
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This Manet-like interest in the subject is reflected in the moods of his images of the Moulin 
de la Galette, in which the exact intention of the protagonists is kept unclear to the viewer. In 
a scene like that portrayed in Café Dansant: Le Moulin de la Galette, the lack of intimacy 
between the pair at the table invites curiosity. Fashionably dressed, the couple is separated by 
the table: he watches her, she looks away. By thinning the crowd in the background, Israëls is 
able to elevate the scene’s perceived social status, increasing the personal space surrounding 
the people. Like in the image of the amorous couple, it is the hat that attracts the viewer’s 
attention, with its colour and high-set design, raising the image of the woman through 
fashion. We do not know who the protagonists are, but their fashionable appearance and the 
ladies’ vibrant hats demand our attention and stir our curiosity about their wearers. 
 
 
THE WOMAN’S IMAGE AT THE MOULIN DE LA GALETTE 
 
Michael Carter’s analysis of Jacques Derrida’s theory considers ornamentation as non-
essentiality.307 Derrida argued that fashion has “two registers”: ergon (essence) and parergon 
(supplemental additions, where ornamentation happens). The identity of the woman in the 
images of the Moulin de la Galette presented here is defined by her hat (her parergon), while 
who she is underneath (her ergon) becomes less relevant, lost in the excitement of the 
entertainment. Van Dongen’s aggressive colour and brushstrokes reflect his preoccupation 
with stylistic and interpretive ornamentation, creating a celebration of hats. Israëls’s subdued 
colour palette draws attention to the vivid and statuesque hats, and Picasso uses the hat as the 
distinguishing feature of the women in his painting.  
 
307 Carter, Putting a Face on Things, 118-119. 
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Figure 74. Tony Martin, Moulin de la Galette, affiche de spectacles, 1909, Bibliothèque Nationale de France. 
(Source: Gallica, BnF) 
 
The image of a young woman advertising the dance hall in an affiche de spectacle from 1909 
suggests that the celebration at the Moulin de la Galette was embodied through the feminine. 
With the red hat matching her dress, the woman in the poster coquettishly leans forward to 
blow on the windmill in her hand to set it in motion. The matching hat serves as a reminder of 
the fashion expectations of this public venue, while at the same time reassuring that the hat 
will not restrict her ability to thoroughly enjoy the evening. The affiche conveys the appeal of 
the fantasy dressed up in fashion with the prospect of being admired, and offering an escape 
from daily life. 
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Dance halls relied on artists to advertise their joie de vivre, setting themselves as a separate 
form of entertainment from the cabarets artistiques.308 As the woman’s flirtatious pose 
echoes the frivolities of the dance hall, even the words of the advertisement seem to dance 
around her lively figure.309 The escape from reality, combined with a dress code, encouraged 
a culture of presenting an improved version of oneself through fashion. Regardless of their 
means or social status, those attending the dances at the Moulin de la Galette participated in a 
social subculture of self-improvement, by addressing the parergon of fashion. The venue’s 
popularity indicated that this transformation was addictive. 
 
Rosemary Betterton suggests that “femininity implies a social process in which the female 
sex is attributed with specific qualities and characteristics.”310 For the clientele of the Moulin 
de la Galette the potential image, specified in this advertisement, corresponds to what would 
be considered, in Betterton’s words, “a sexually attractive image of themselves.”311 On the 
other hand, Rachel Bowlby’s study of the consumer culture originating from the department 
stores in the 1890s considers the shift towards addressing the question of “what does a 
woman want?” She suggests a conflict between what women want and the limitation of 
potential identities through specifically available products.312 In this context, the hat 
presented the most accessible form of ornamentation that allowed women to present 
themselves up to the standards set by the affiche – and artists to highlight in their work. 
 
 
308 Richard D. Sonn, “Marginality and Transgression: Anarchy’s Subversive Allure,” in Montmartre and the 
Making of Mass Culture, edited by Gabriel P. Weisberg, (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2001), 
120. 
309 The poster states, “Moulin de la Galette, 77,79,81 rue Lepic, Montmartre. Dance on Thursdays and Saturday 
evenings, on Sundays and holidays afternoons and evenings, orchestra conducted by H. Mabille.” 
310 Rosemary Betterton, Looking On: Images of Femininity in Visual Arts and Media, (London: Pandora Press, 
1987), 7. 
311 Betterton, Looking On, 13. 
312 Rachel Bowlby, Just Looking: Consumer Culture in Dreiser, Gissing and Zola, (Abingdon, New York: 
Routledge, 2010), 18; Betterton, Looking On, 13. 
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The purpose of a hat in the Moulin de la Galette was, therefore, three-fold. Firstly, the hat 
was setting a dress code that encouraged the motivation for higher standard of fashion and 
encouraged attention to self-presentation. Secondly, its purpose was to complete the gown, by 
harmonising with it or by complementing it: the hat completed the woman’s identity. Finally, 
ensuring that a high standard of fashion was maintained allowed women to stand out on the 
backdrop of their male counterparts, highlighting their individuality through intricate designs 
and exquisite detail and being noticed by their male and female counterparts. The escape into 
a crowd of dancers diminished their differences and allowed them to enjoy the lively 
interaction, flirt, show off their best attire, and become a drop in the ocean of hats filling the 
Moulin de la Galette. 
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CHAPTER THREE – The Racecourse, Public Spaces and Competitive Hat Wearing 
 
 
 
THE RACETRACK  
 
The racetrack and fashion have had an intimate relationship since their beginnings. Built in 
1827, and refurbished in 1857 under Baron Haussmann, the Longchamp racecourse on the 
outskirts of Paris became the “most significant nexus of stylish display.”313 At 1500 meters in 
length, and 300 in width, the hippodrome (part of today’s Bois de Boulogne) was able to 
cater for various classes of audiences. The tribunes for the first-class spectators, called pesage 
(or weighing place), carried an admission fee of twenty francs and was off limits to 
“improper persons.”314 In comparison, a pedestrian ticket could be bought for one franc. 
 
Over 100,000 spectators were present at major races in the later nineteenth century.315 April, 
May and June were the busiest racing months, with the Grand Prix at Longchamp attracting 
“all of Paris and half of London,” according to an American guidebook of 1878.316 Open only 
for principal races in spring and autumn, Longchamp combined the natural beauty of its 
surroundings (which dated back to the Abbey of Longchamp founded by Princess Isabella of 
France in 1255), with the modernity of elegance, fashion and refined entertainment.317 
Appletons’ Journal of Literature, Science, and Art notes that while the Grand Prix race of 
 
313 Heidi Brevik-Zender, “Tracking Fashions: Risking It All at the Hippodrome de Longchamp,” in The Places and 
Spaces of Fashion, 1800-2007, edited by John Potvin, (New York, Routledge, 2009), 19. 
314 William Pembroke Fetridge, The American Travellers’ Guides: Harper’s Handbook for Travellers in Europe 
and the East, (New York, Harper & Brothers Publishing, 1878), 356-357. 
315 Herbert, Impressionism, 168. 
316 Pembroke Fetridge, The American Travellers’ Guides, 356-357. 
317 Lucy H. Hooper, “The Race-Course at Longchamp,” Appletons’ Journal of Literature, Science, and Art, Vol. 
12, (July 25, 1874), 112. 
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1874 began at two o’clock, the carriage for the journey from the Champs-Elysées set off 
hours earlier, with the affair consuming the full day.318 
 
A day at the Longchamp racecourse was an important event in the Parisian calendar,319 and a 
day at the races was a social ritual that drew as much attention to evolving fashions as to the 
race itself. The first couturiers used Longchamp to introduce their latest designs into the 
fashion race.320 Appletons’ Journal describes the “princely atmosphere” and the “extreme 
refinement and quietitude” that accompanied the Grand Prix.321 The mix of sport and haute 
couture made the Parisian racetrack a place of interest for both sexes, where men could watch 
horses race and women flutter in their best frocks, while women took the opportunity to shine 
before a grateful audience. The unhurried pleasures of promenades (processions of fashion on 
the day of the race) ensured that the dignified pace of elegant walking, standing, and turning 
provided ample opportunities for every detail of a woman’s apparel to be admired. 
 
Racetracks extended also to Parisian surroundings. Chantilly racecourse, opened a few years 
after Longchamp322 and positioned twenty-four miles from Paris, had a special train line built 
in 1859 which delivered 30,000 passengers to the track.323 Chantilly basked in the air of 
“aristocracy and high living” thanks to the chateaux in its surroundings, notably the stately 
home maintained by the Duc d’Aumale (son of King Louis-Phillipe) and his descendants.324 
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At the same time, the social rules at Chantilly were less strict, with its élite public described 
as a mix of duchesses and noblemen with higher bohemian and financial celebrities.325 
 
 
Figure 75. René Rousseau-Decelle, Le pesage de Longchamp, 1910, oil on canvas, 144.1 x 274.3 cm, private 
collection. (Sold by Christie’s New York, 23 May 2017) 
 
The refined spectacle captured in René Rousseau-Decelle’s Le pesage de Longchamp exudes 
an air of relaxed elegance as the glamorous crowd, extending far into the distance, awaits the 
start of the race. Rousseau-Decelle, a student of William Bouguereau and Gabriel Ferrier, 
was an academic painter who specialised in crowd scenes rendered with a late-Impressionist 
palette, working thus into the third decade of the twentieth century.326 His image of a second 
racetrack situated on the Seine just outside Paris,327 Le pesage au Argenteuil of 1908, is an 
even larger painting. The composition of the two works is similar: chairs in the foreground 
are set up for spectators at the tribunes, many with parasols, and both have an element of 
agitation in the small girls rocking on their chairs. Despite their saccharine tone, chocolate-
box colours and social conservatism, these enormous creations, decorated with the plumage 
 
325 Herbert, Impressionism, 168. 
326 Edward Lucie-Smith, Celestine Dars, How the Rich Lived: The Painter as Witness 1870-1914, (London: 
Paddington, 1976), 239. 
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worn by the hatted women in the foreground, denote the significance of these events in the 
French social calendar.  
 
 
Figure 76. René Rousseau-Decelle, The paddock at Argenteuil (Le pesage au Argenteuil), 1908, oil on canvas, 
165.7 x 323.8 cm, private collection. (Sold at auction 24 October 2006, accessed on MutualArt 3 July 2019) 
 
 
 
Figure 77. René Rousseau-Decelle, Paddock at Argenteuil, n.d., oil on canvas, 38x55cm, private collection. 
(Sold at auction, 13 December 2008, accessed on MutualArt 3 July 2019) 
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In Rousseau-Decelle’s much smaller Paddock at Argenteuil, the short shadows suggest that it 
is close to the middle of the day, and the sense of movement is achieved with the sloping 
ground. The sketch-like character of the painting suits the informal atmosphere at Argenteuil, 
where at least one woman in the foreground reveals her shoulders. Aristocratic leisure here 
contrasts with the excitement of immersive participation as seen in the dance at the much 
more bohemian Moulin de la Galette. In Rousseau-Decelle’s paintings, time seems to stand 
still, with the beautifully dressed and hatted protagonists unhurried and unworried. 
 
Figure 78. Paul Poiret, 1911, black straw, black feathers, lined with black velvet, 47 cm diameter, 12 cm depth, 
Musée des Art Décoratifs, Paris. (Photo: Paris MAD) 
 
  
Figure 79. Caroline Reboux, 1910-1915, 44 cm diameter x 5 cm depth, Musée des Arts Décoratifs, Paris. 
(Photo: Paris MAD) 
 
The haute couture hats by Paul Poiret and Caroline Reboux that survive in museum 
collections today demonstrate the growing size of the hat over the first decade of the 
twentieth century, as well as the continuous striving for elegance without excessiveness. 
Poiret’s design in black with a wide brim and tastefully arranged feathers is not extreme, yet 
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it makes the statement of elegance and chic. Black was becoming a fashionable colour, 
thanks to Jeanne Paquin, who used it as a foil for richer colours.328 Black hats, as well as 
pastel tones popular in the early 1900s,329 can be seen in the hats (and the dresses) of the 
women painted by Rousseau-Decelle above. Reboux’s design in lace and feathers, too, 
demonstrates the intention to expand the size of the hat, while maintaining a tasteful 
arrangement of minimalism in lace and feathers. 
 
For affluent, cosmopolitan centres around the world, Paris was considered the epicentre of 
high fashion,330 and publicised and photographed high-profile events provided opportunities 
to demonstrate one’s affinity with the latest designs. The fashion magazine Les Modes 
regularly covered fashion at the races, making it the most frequently seen topic (especially 
during the opening of the racing season) interspersed with appearances of European royalty, 
the homes of the era’s celebrities, and notable weddings. The issue of May 1905 is almost 
exclusively devoted to fashion revolving around the races, with examples of gowns, hats, and 
images of groups of ladies photographed on the promenade, 
…la crânerie du petit chapeau "casseur d'assiette", selon l'expression 
consacrée, tout plat de calotte et incliné si frénétiquement à droite, ou au 
"frondeur" à bord assez grand - par derrière et tout empanaché de plumes 
teintées; nos instantanés pris dans les plus jolis coins de pesage montrent la 
grâce de cet ensemble: c'est donc la consécration officielle.331 
 
This description of two hats by Madame Alphonsine attests to the imagination and the lively 
designs pursued tirelessly by the modistes to achieve elevated elegance and refinement 
 
328 Polan, Tredre, The Great Fashion Designers, 18. 
329 Polan, Tredre, The Great Fashion Designers, 18. 
330 Mendes, Haye, Fashion since 1900, 10; John Potvin, “Introduction,” 3; Carter, The Changing World of 
Fashion, 33-55. 
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in the shape of a ‘slinger’ with a wide brim seen from behind, and piled high with tinted feathers; our 
snapshots taken in the prettiest corners of the weighing-zone show the grace of this ensemble: which thus 
receives official consecration”, Les Modes, Vol.53, May 1905, page 12, Bibliothèque Nationale de France. 
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combined with a playful delicacy (and the impressive efforts of the journalist in evoking the 
design through words).  
 
Paris ruled the world when it came to fashion, and fashion ruled the racecourse. Rousseau-
Decelle breaks up the glorious bloom of hats and gowns decorating the ladies with the 
occasional men (or groups of men) in their monotonous black and their unchanging top hats. 
Heidi Brevik-Zender points out that perception of one’s appearance played a vital role in the 
social standing of a person, and that the whims of changing fashion had to be obeyed in order 
to satisfy one’s social requirements.332 Linda Nochlin suggests that the assumption about 
women are manifested “as much by what is unspoken – unthinkable, unrepresentable – as by 
what is articulated in a work of art.”333 I shall argue, however, that the power achieved within 
the fashion framework of the races and other public events is a malleable concept that 
transitions between the woman, the designer, and the society itself. 
 
 
  
 
332 Brevik-Zender, “Tracking Fashions,” 19-33. 
333 Nochlin, Women, Art, and Power, 2. 
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RISK AND ADRENALINE 
“Fashion rests upon folly. Art rests upon law. Fashion is ephemeral. Art is 
eternal. A fashion is merely a form of ugliness so absolutely unbearable that 
we have to alter it every six months!”334 [Oscar Wilde] 
 
 
Figure 80. Edouard Manet, The Races at Longchamp, 1866, oil on canvas, 84.5 x 43.9 cm, Art Institute of 
Chicago. (Photo: Wikimedia Commons) 
 
The adrenaline of the racetrack setting captured by Edouard Manet in The Races at 
Longchamp in 1866, shows the bodies of horses and jockeys caught in an imbalance, with the 
exhilaration and movement frozen in the composition. The artist conveys the on-the-edge 
mentality of a race by placing the viewer right at the finish line, while the mid-motion 
urgency could be seen as mirroring the constantly changing world of fashion – unbalanced in 
its own way. 
 
The prestige of horseracing was an English import, and French private horse races had 
existed since Louis XV. They remained fashionable in part for their aristocratic 
 
334 Oscar Wilde, “The Philosophy of Dress, New York Tribune, April 19, 1885, (quoted in Paul Martineau, Icons 
of style, (Los Angeles: The J. Paul Getty Museum, 2018), 13). 
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association,335 but in the nineteenth century they became a public affair, and the serious 
business of gambling on the horses became an important element in the sport’s expansion. 
Gambling on the track, refined in 1865 by the Parisian perfumer Pierre Oller to tackle the 
bookmaker’s unfair odds,336 allowed “a publicly sanctioned way in which thrills could be 
purchased for an ostensibly affordable price.”337 In Paris gambling was also associated with 
prostitution,338 although that did not stop aristocrats from running into debts severe enough to 
seek salvage through financially beneficial marriages in exchange for their titles.339 
 
In fact, risk-taking was associated with every aspect of the racing event – including fashion. 
For example it was socially risky to be seen at the racetrack without an appropriately 
luxurious gown.340 The “living advertisements”, or models that were sent to the racetracks by 
couturiers (such as Madame Paquin) specifically to be photographed in the designs they were 
wearing, were sometimes confused with prostitutes due to their willing posing and “evocative 
gazes.”341 Sometimes these posers were actresses in loan gowns or willing society women. 
Finally, with the availability of cameras, designers faced risks of having their creations 
replicated by their rivals, with Parisian designs being copied by American and German 
couturiers thanks to the abundance of photographers at public events, and the limitations of 
the French copyright laws.342 Risk (of various levels) inevitably accompanied all social 
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aspects of the racecourse, turning the event into a display of adrenaline and heightened 
experiences from every angle. 
 
Robert L. Herbert argues that the racecourse reflected the pleasures of the modern life, 
satisfying the many needs of its visitors: “men could show their prowess in choosing women, 
as well as horses, and women, their flair for the latest fashion.”343 By 1900, paparazzi were 
scouting out the latest glamorous outfits of the Parisian fashion designer. The social status of 
the photographers was as questionable as that of their willing models, obliging with a pose or 
a smile, who were often “mannequins” (models) sent by couturiers to be photographed to 
advertise their new creations.344 The racetracks of Longchamp, Chantilly, Fontainebleau and 
Vincennes served as a fashion runway for designers, with Longchamp’s famous promenade 
putting ladies on display to judge and celebrate fashion: 
…an open space set with chairs extends to the border of the course itself, 
and there the fair occupants of the seats come to promenade, and to show off 
the dazzling toilets, the grand display of which forms one of the chief 
attractions of the great race-day of Paris.345 
 
Dress-makers and milliners worked just as hard as the jockeys in preparation for the races, 
putting on show the most expensive fabrics, usually reserved for evening dresses. In the 
refined spectacle of a racecourse, making a fashion statement superseded the necessity to 
move freely, and practicality of a hat was measured by the lady’s ability to hold it presentably 
for the duration of the event.  
 
  
 
343 Herbert, Impressionism, 168. 
344 McCauley, “From Contrivance to ‘Naturalism’,” 31-32. 
345 Hooper, “The Race-Course at Longchamp,” 112. 
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THE AVANT-GARDE, THE SUBLIME AND THE RIDICULOUS 
 
The avant-garde portrayals of the racecourse convey parody compared to the leisurely chic 
depicted by the academic artists. The Weighing-Place at Longchamp by Maurice de 
Vlaminck depicts spectators at the tribunes of Longchamp, seated in rows, somewhat 
unnaturally. As they observe one another, Vlaminck invites us to observe them, leaving 
respectable distance between each chair. The male figures are almost lost in the array of 
fashionable dresses and hats, becoming architectural ‘fillers’ (as in the paintings of the 
Moulin de la Galette), forming a backdrop for the women as works of art and fashion. 
Through hats in contrasting colours and of various shapes and sizes, Vlaminck highlights 
individual figures. The repetition of figures allows Vlaminck to achieve the impression of a 
crowd without detailing too many individuals: the yellow gown on the far left is a replica of 
the pink gown with a white hat in the row in front. The sameness of the figures is broken up 
by colour, and the shapes of the hats, with the lack of detail on the women’s faces preventing 
the viewer from drawing personal conclusions about them based on anything else other than 
their fashionability and where they are sitting. 
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Figure 81. Maurice de Vlaminck, The Weighing-Place at Longchamp, 1905, oil on canvas, 50.8 x 66 cm, private 
collection. (Photo: WikiArt Visual Art Encyclopedia) 
 
The staged display of the audience highlights the formality of the racecourse and the division 
of classes demanded by track etiquette. (Despite a mix of classes attending a racing event, 
prostitutes (or demi-mondaines) were strictly prohibited from entering the jockey weighing 
place, reserved exclusively for the aristocracy).346 Paler colours of dresses were generally 
preferred by the ladies of the Parisian high society.347 (These colours are also prevalent in 
Rousseau-Decelle’s depictions of the tribune areas.) In Vlaminck’s case, the rough 
brushstrokes and bold contours, reflecting the Fauvist technique and skipping out on the 
facial features, result in a fleeting view of the tribunes, as if the artist himself only glanced at 
the scene for a moment, and then put down his impression of it using hats as the identifying 
features for the sitters. Vlaminck achieves a sense of anticipation with the colour he uses 
through the crowd, even though the cool blue setting distances the artist from the scene 
portrayed. Often labelled as the “wildest beast,” Vlaminck was even criticised for showing 
off his “unculture” by the French poet and art critic André Salmon.348 This was perhaps harsh 
 
346 Brevik-Zender, “Tracking Fashions,” 29-30; Pembroke Fetridge, The American Travellers’ Guides, 356-7. 
347 Brevik-Zender, “Tracking Fashions,” 29-30. 
348 Quoted in Russel T. Clement, Les Fauves: A Sourcebook, (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1994), 
337-339. 
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criticism of a man who demonstrated such diversity in his life: he came from a family of 
musicians and taught violin to get himself through financial hurdles, was a professional 
cyclist for a time, and wrote poetry.349 
 
 
Figure 82. Pablo Picasso, Longchamp, 1901, oil on canvas, 52.7 x 66.7 cm, private collection. (Photo: The 
Athenaeum, accessed online 18 October 2019) 
 
While Vlaminck attempts to get closer to the tribunes, Picasso steps into the excitement of the 
track itself. Picasso’s images of the races are his early impressions of Paris, quickly followed 
by the Blue Period of 1901-1904. Gustave Coquiot, a writer and an art critic attached to 
Picasso by Ambroise Vollard to promote his first exhibition in Paris, saw the artist primarily 
as a painter of women: courtesans, dancers, or the stylish fashionistas at the racetrack.350 
Picasso, in turn, indulged this impression by submerging himself into the exciting, 
fashionable world that was Paris and its women. 
 
 
349 Freeman, The Fauve Landscape, 319. 
350 Richardson, A Life of Picasso, 197-198. 
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In Longchamp, Picasso stretches the race spectators across the entire canvas, echoed by an 
even bigger crowd on the other side of the track. He takes an unusual angle by picturing the 
crowd from the back, although perhaps the more practical one for an artist observing the 
racecourse among the spectators. Picasso suggests that it would be impossible to examine 
every woman in this multitude of fashionistas, and instead he focusses on the four ladies 
immediately in front of him: two seated and two standing. His rough brushwork creates a 
much more rugged composition than those of Rousseau-Decelle, reflecting the interests of the 
avant-garde artists to remove themselves from the realism of academic art and to focus on 
presenting an expression of the world.  
 
Despite the rough brushwork, it is clear that the fashion is a significant aspect of the day. The 
exceedingly large brim, extending vertically above the seated woman in red, perhaps, 
impressed the young artist not just with its size but its statuesque vertical design. Picasso’s 
chosen point of view from behind the group emphasises the act of being seen. Just seconds 
were consumed by watching the actual race, but hours were spent in observing other 
attendees. The hats on Picasso’s group of ladies are clearly the highlight of their outfits – not 
only a complement but an emphasis, helping the ladies to stand out. 
 
The photograph from the May 1905 issue of Les Modes mirrors Picasso’s impression. The 
story published with the photograph makes references to la promenade traditionnelle à 
Longchamp, rejoicing in the full bloom of long-awaited spring and the outdoor social 
gatherings it brings with it. The image of these beautifully dressed women is evocative of the 
desire to be seen. Each woman’s large hat, perfectly matched with her dress, is an opportunity 
to make a statement. The hats enhance the impressions, while their bulky size and weight 
reminds us that wearing them presented its own challenges. 
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Figure 83. Photo by Ed. Cordonnier, “Toilettes vue aux courses,” Les Modes, May 1905, 6 (Source: Gallica, 
Bibliothèque Nationale de France) 
 
The women’s proud stature and prominent position, inspiring curiosity of onlookers, suggest 
that it is through fashion that these women achieve the satisfaction of their public image. 
Attending the races was a ritual where crowds paid “as much attention to society figures as to 
the thoroughbreds,”351 and like all industries, fashion needed “innovation to survive and 
prosper.”352 Breaking new ground with fashion achieves prestige for the women, the 
designers, and the Parisian racecourse. Linda Nochlin suggests that the discourse of power 
and the code of ladylike decorum cannot exist together.353 Yet, on the Parisian racetracks a 
woman’s image – statuesque and grandiose – serves as an image of female power, achieved 
from the social requirements of racetrack etiquette. So, perhaps being a slave to fashion and 
“weighed down by their hats” 354 could be seen as more than a challenge of comfort at the 
 
351 Phillippe Jullian, La Belle Epoque: An Essay, (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1992), 26-27. 
352 Waddell, How Fashion Works, xii. 
353 Nochlin, Women, Art, and Power, 8. 
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racecourse. Instead it could be seen as an opportunity for the woman to reaffirm her social 
standing, or even raise it, through fashion. 
 
 
Figure 84. Pablo Picasso, Les courses, 1901, oil on board, 52.2 x 67.8 cm, private collection (Sold by Christie’s 
New York, 7 May 2002) 
 
The exaggerated bends in the bodies in Les courses (1901) recall Picasso’s figures from the 
Blue Period, with their elongated spines and protruding necks, isolated and “collapsed onto 
themselves in their misery.”355 The women’s small, thin bodies become lost in the elaborate 
gowns and drowned underneath the enormous hats. Their hats are so large, in fact, that they 
seem to push these ladies’ heads lower, perhaps accounting for the shape of their necks. The 
concoction of layers piled on top of each other forces the central woman in the black hat to 
lean on her umbrella – as if the designer could not find a point to stop!  
 
 
355 John Davis, Jaroslaw Leshko, The Smith College Museum of Art: European and American Painting and 
Sculpture 1760-1960, (New York: Hudson Hills Press, 2000), 94; Ingo F. Walther, Picasso, (Cologne: Taschen, 
2000), 15-18. 
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Figure 85. Longchamp, toilettes au Prix du conseil municipal (quatre élégantes), 9 octobre 1910, Photographie 
de presse, Agence Rol, 1910, 1 photogr. neg. sur verre, 13 x 18 cm (Source: Gallica, Bibliothèque Nationale de 
France) 
 
The above photograph taken at Longchamp shows that by 1910 the hats had grown to match 
the parody depicted by Picasso. As the four women pose for the press, they ensure sufficient 
space for themselves and their hats, while the gentlemen in the background of the shot are 
caught onlooking. The ‘lampshade’ effect of their hats echoes Picasso’s depictions of women 
bending under the weight of their hats. 
 
The parodic sight of a fashion victim was, perhaps, Picasso’s vision of excess witnessed at 
the racetracks. The luscious green filling the entire composition emphasises the outdoor 
setting, as if suggesting that the fashionable women are here in their natural habitat: on 
display. The resulting impression of beautiful exotic birds, each with its own colourings and 
structure evokes a paradise bringing the colours, styles and shapes together in seemingly 
impossible combinations. These images pre-empt the wave of cartoon drawings (as detailed 
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further in the discussion) that flooded the printed media in Paris and other metropolitan 
centres by the end of the decade. 
 
 
Figure 86. Pablo Picasso, Les courses à Auteuil, 1901, oil on board, 47.2 x 62.4 cm, private collection (Sold by 
Sotherby’s London, 3 February 2016) 
 
The association with birds and natural paradise becomes even stronger in Les courses à 
Auteuil. Seen less as women, and more as exotic creatures, Picasso imagines the racetrack as 
a natural paradise, with women themselves becoming symbolic representations of birds. Les 
courses à Auteuil conveys the theatricality of the racecourse: the women are practically 
invisible inside their gowns and hats, perched like birds in the spot from which they will have 
to step away slowly, as to not disturb their fashionable costumes. The metamorphosis 
suggested by Picasso may be a reflection of his own love of animals and perplexity over 
French women. (Fernande Olivier recalls that Picasso was very fond of his pets and often 
kept dogs, cats and even a monkey, called Monina.)356 
 
356 Olivier, Picasso and His Friends, 143-145. 
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The contrasting colours in the hats of Les courses à Auteuil create a dialogue between the 
women. The navy-pink and white-blue combinations create an easy distinction in the 
background, while in the foreground the more detailed portrayal allows the viewer to fully 
appreciate the artistry of the hats. The contrived arrangement of female figures in restricted 
positions highlights the demonstrative nature of a racing event. The hats they wear are the 
highlights of their gowns: architectural, with multiple layers piled on top of each other. They 
look heavy – just as the gowns they are matching. It is clear that these women will not be 
dancing up a storm, but will move with care, slowly enough to give their observers ample 
time to appreciate their outfit. The ‘lampshade’ effect of balancing a giant hat on the head 
would have encouraged movement that was more deliberate, emphasising unhurried and 
extravagant elegance. 
 
Michael Carter addresses the aesthetic function of the animal in Putting a Face on Things: 
Studies in Imaginary Materials. He argues that Europe first saw plants as an opportunity to 
explore the “natural form intended for delight,” and notes that after the sixteenth century this 
form began to be “tampered with” to achieve specific aesthetic effects; by the nineteenth 
century the idea behind breeding flowers resembled the striving for specific effects evident in 
the fashion system.357  The concoctions on the women’s heads, pushing the boundaries of 
sensible wear, suggest a form of slavery to the ornamental, with the women looking like 
peacocks on display.  
 
Carter uses Charles Darwin’s examination of pigeon breeding to illustrate the transition from 
the original form of a bird to its ornamented state. The comparison between rock pigeon and 
 
357 Carter, Putting a Face on Things, 159-160. 
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pouter pigeon demonstrates the result of selective breeding over a period of time, illustrated 
in Darwin’s Variations of Animals and Plants Under Domestication. 
 
   
Figure 87. John Gould, “Rock Pigeon,” “Pouter Pigeon,” and “English Fantail.” (Source: Charles Darwin, 
Variations of Animals and Plants under Domestication, (Paris: C. Reinwald, 1868), 144, 154) 
 
The resemblance of the pouter pigeon to the images of corseted women on the cusp of the 
twentieth century makes it impossible to ignore the extent to which the desire for a specific 
aesthetic can push the boundaries of the original form. In Carter’s words, “The distance 
travelled from original to the final form is analogous to the degree and extent of an object’s 
ornamentation.”358 The fantail pigeon’s elaborate behind echoes the growing hat designs in 
the first decade of the twentieth century, with the lone feather almost symbolically connecting 
the aesthetic qualities of the animal with its human use. 
 
At the same time, Carter’s analysis of Darwin’s theories of “sexual selection” addresses the 
basis of choice based on the aesthetics and visual appeal, suggesting that the ornaments and 
decorations are “organised as aesthetic forms whose main task is to ‘charm’.”359 While 
Darwin addresses the male ornamentation in animals to attract a female mate, the world of 
fashion presents a reversal of the gender roles. The ornament is positioned as “the polar 
opposite to the pictorial regime whose aim is to produce an accurate copy of the world.”360 
 
358 Carter, Putting a Face on Things, 168. 
359 Carter, Overdressed, 29-34. 
360 Carter, Putting a Face on Things, 124. 
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Combined with Roland Barthes’ idea of privileged time periods (such as spring, for the start 
of the racing season),361 the ornamentation of hats reflected the levels of indulgence that 
interfered with reality. 
 
 
Figure 88. ‘Small talk v. large hats’ by W. K. Haselden, Daily Mirror, 1910. (Source: Valerie Mendes, Amy de la 
Haye, Fashion since 1900, (London: Thames & Hudson, 2010), 40.) 
 
 
361 Barthes, The Fashion System, 250-251. 
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Figure 89. “La Mode en 1910,” caricature of early twentieth century. (Source: Colin McDowell, Chapeau et la 
mode: fascination, charme, rang et style, (Paris: Celiv, 1994), 15) 
 
The transition from a hat intended for practical purpose to the hats of sizes that impeded 
movement and caused social etiquette problems express extreme ornamentation, seriously 
distancing the hat from its original (i.e. protective) form. The common problems associated 
with excessively large hats included the obstruction of view at the theatre, giant headgear 
indoors, and riding in a motor car. Contradictions between the social expectations of dress 
and practicality resulted in conflict between the economic sustainability of places of leisure, 
such as theatres and cinemas, and the continuing demands of hat fashion: ladies could be 
asked to change seats in the theatre, and cinemas requested that they remove hats to avoid 
view obstruction to others.362 While caricaturists took advantage of the growing size of hats 
(also suggested in Picasso’s parodic images from the turn of the century), their drawings 
reflected the level of ridiculousness the competition in the realm of millinery had reached 
both in Paris and other cosmopolitan centres. 
 
 
362 Maggie Hennefeld, “Women’s Hats and Silent Film Spectatorship: Between Ostrich Plume and Moving 
Image,” Film History, 28:3, 24-53. 
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Figure 90. "Ladies Kindly Remove Your Hats," 1912, photographic print, 10 x 11 cm, from a lantern slide 
announcement used in motion picture theatres, Prints and Photographs Online, Library of Congress, 
Washington. (Accessed online 30 July 2019) 
 
Examining the hats appearing in Les Modes throughout the first decade shows a similar 
ornamentation effect taken to extreme proportions. As the magazine progresses through the 
decade, the hats continue to grow. The elaborate fantasies manifesting on the heads of women 
attest to the skill of the modistes, as well as to the abilities of women to balance these 
concoctions on their heads for hours on end. Large hats could be held in place with very long 
hat pins,363 but the freedom of movement associated with the dance halls was greatly reduced 
at a racecourse. Instead, each woman took on the role of a mannequin (a model), serving as 
the means of presentation of an elaborate hat. 
 
 
363 Brenda Grandtland, Mary Robak, The Hatatorium: An Essential Guide for Hat Collectors. (Mill Valley, CA, 
Brenda Grantland, 2011), 46. 
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Figure 91. Photo by Reutlinger, Les Modes, 
September 1908, 9 (detail) (Source: Gallica, 
Bibliothèque Nationale de France) 
 
Figure 92. “Maison Albert” advertisement, Les 
Modes, January 1909 (Source: Gallica, Bibliothèque 
Nationale de France)
 
 
 
 
AN ELEMENT OF NATURE OR A ‘PARISIENNE’? 
 
The cross between cosmopolitan, affluent life, and the desire to experience the outdoors 
provided excellent basis for portraying a fashionable woman against the backdrop of nature. 
The human figure in the natural light was a concept widely explored by the Impressionists,364 
and the image of a woman in nature was a popular subject. However, in Impressionist art the 
garden scenes of women in nature tended to reflect privacy, and sheltered protection from the 
outside.365 This concept of confining the woman to an artificial garden or park continues in 
art images around 1900. The Bois de Boulogne, attached to Longchamp, was designed with 
 
364 Herbert, Impressionism, 171. 
365 John House, “Women out of doors,” in Women in Impressionism: from mythical feminine to modern 
woman, edited by Sidsel Maria Søndergaard, Susan Elizabeth Strauber, (Milan: Skira Editore,2006), 157-
163. 
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open and semi-private areas favoured by picnickers.366 Luncheon on the grass (that notorious 
modern subject of Edouard Manet, Claude Monet and other Impressionists) was often 
enjoyed as part of the day at the races at Longchamp and other racetracks, and was an 
opportunity to experience nature without removing oneself from the associations with a city. 
 
 
Figure 93. Georges de Feure, Femme en rouge ou élégante aux courses, 1908-1910, oil on canvas, 198 x 116 
cm, collectioin S. Joel Schur. (Sold at auction, Artnet, accessed online 4 August 2019) 
 
 
366 Herbert, Impressionism, 170. 
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Femme au rouge ou élégante aux courses by Georges de Feure (a French painter, theatrical 
designer and industrial art designer) depicts an élégante against a distant backdrop of jockeys 
and spectators – a common subject for de Feure.367 The woman’s detailed gown is finished 
off with an enormous hat that gives the impression that she herself is growing, echoing the 
living and ever-changing nature of the park she is seen in. As she intently focuses her gaze on 
something out of the composition, she completely ignores the viewer. Through her ensemble 
she combines the harmony of nature in the tones of a blooming garden with the cosmopolitan 
sense of fashion: she wears high heels, and the pink roses she holds in each hand complement 
the patterns on her skirt. 
 
     
Figure 94. Georges de Feure, La fumeuse (3), 
ca.1903, gouache on paper, 58.4 x 44.5 cm, 
collection S. Joel Schur. (Photo: Ian Millman, 
Georges de Feure: maître du symbolisme et de l'art 
nouveau, (Paris: ACR Edition International), 222.) 
 
367 Ian Millman, Georges de Feure: maître du symbolisme et de l'art nouveau, (Paris: ACR Edition International), 
226. 
 
Figure 95. Georges de Feure, La fumeuse (2), 1908-
1910, gouache on paper, 58.5 x 44.5 cm, collection 
S. Joel Schur. (Photo: Wikimedia Commons)
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The Art Nouveau style emphasised “sinuous curving lines,” stemming from anxieties 
associated with the seductive “new woman,”368 while luxurious materials reinforced the 
image of women as expensive and desirable.369 Georges de Feure’s Art Nouveau images 
show élégantes as modern women with worldly desires, while still carrying the feminine 
associations with the natural world. Their enormous hats are a manifestation of the natural 
world, cocooning the woman’s head. They hold on to flowers, are seated on the background 
of greenery, with hats overloaded with references to a natural paradise – birds, berries, 
mushrooms, flowers. The cigarettes in the hands of the women in La fumeuse images 
(commissioned by the family Bardou-Job for advertisements)370 serve as a reminder of the 
urban association and modern pleasures. Whatever she does inside the ‘privacy’ of her hat is 
her own affair – the hat creates a closed world that ensures her protection from the outside.  
 
 
Figure 96. Paul César Helleu, Madame Helleu sur la plage de Deauville, 1902-1904, oil on canvas, 48 x 81.8cm, 
Musée Bonnat-Helleu, Bayonne. (Photo: Wikimedia Commons) 
 
 
368 Steele, Paris Fashion, 2017, 195; Valerie Steele, "Femme Fatale: Fashion and Visual Culture in Fin-de-Siècle 
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The promenades on the beach presented yet another opportunity for displaying a fashionable 
self. Paul César Helleu repeatedly painted his wife in outdoor settings, particularly by the 
water or the beach. Madame Helleu sur la Plage de Deauville shows Madame impeccably 
dressed, in a light straw boater hat decorated with a ribbon and flowers. Her gloved hand is 
wrapped around the tall handle of the parasol, as her dress is playfully folded over her lower 
body. The image is elegant, yet flirtatious. The wind flicking the blades of grass growing 
around her suggests movement; on a grey day, the lady has no need for either the hat or 
parasol – perhaps that is the reason for the small straw ‘boater.’ Still, knowing that the hat 
presents a crucial part of a woman’s wardrobe, suggests that it should not be judged as an 
accessory, but rather as an essential part of her ensemble. While her hat is more casual than 
those worn at the racetracks, the title suggests that the racecourse is not far. With the 
Deauville racetrack close to the beach, the association of place and use of the name in the title 
reminds the viewer of the status of this woman, and her probably regular appearance at the 
racetrack. 
 
A woman of society posing in a reclining position might have been acceptable on the beach 
setting away from Paris, but the urban setting of Parisian open spaces called for a more 
statuesque presentation. The promenades of racecourses disseminated and diluted not only 
into leisurely walks on the beach or a park, but into simply walking down the street. A trip to 
the local store could turn into an exhibitionist display, a fashionable role-playing game, the 
purpose of which was to be seen. Gertrude Stein, in The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas 
recalls Toklas taking a walk with Fernande Olivier: Fernande wearing a large yellow hat, and 
Alice a small blue hat. When they were noticed by a man on the street and compared to a sun 
and a moon, Fernande deemed the hats to be a success, “delighted” at the reaction they 
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provoked.371 Two women engaging in a promenade activity, with hats defining their success, 
emphasise the commonplace expectancy of being noticed (at least in Fernande’s case) and the 
weight placed on the hat in order to achieve this purpose.  
 
 
HATS AND THEIR ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT 
 
“There cannot be too much of a new thing” (Madame Alphonsine)372 
 
 
Fashion was not seen simply as a product, but a “sensual activity” of creating, wearing and 
indulging.373 Paul Poiret’s aim to revolutionise fashion by integrating it with art, design and 
publicity was intended to transform fashion into a luxury experience.374 Where hats were 
concerned, luxury fabrics and exotic materials laced together into layered concoctions of 
bigger and bigger sizes were making a mark not just in fashion magazines, but also on the 
environment. 
 
Bird feathers had been used in millinery for centuries, but it became especially common and 
popular in the later 1800s.375 As the demand for newer designs and ideas grew over the turn 
of the twentieth century, the hat designers began using parts of birds, or even entire birds, to 
decorate hats. They grew from brimless toque hats to “mushroom-shaped nests” onto which 
were piled up the feathers of hummingbirds, pheasants, peacocks, birds of paradise, and 
owls.376 By 1900 actual taxidermy birds were used in hats, as well as cork and cloth bodies of 
 
371 Stein, The autobiography of Alice Toklas, 19. 
372 Quoted in E. G., "Fashion: The Lid is off the Paris Hat-box," Vogue, New York, (September 1, 1914), 23. 
373 Potvin, “Introduction,” 8. 
374 Parkins, Poiret, Dior and Schiaparelli, 48; Koda, Bolton, Poiret, 43. 
375 Maux, Modes de Paris, 128-129. 
376 Chrisman-Campbell, "Hats off to Impressionism!" 38. 
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birds covered in real bird feathers.377 Inclusion of feathers or bodies of entire birds served as 
a status symbol,378 and the more extravagant, intricate and hitherto unseen, the bigger 
impression it would have made. 
 
The great fashion manufactory and market of Paris was fed by birds’ feathers imported from 
Africa and South America, while the hats were then exported to London, Berlin, Rome, New 
York and other big cities.379 The plumage was often prepared by plumassiers – a secondary 
trade supporting the millinery industry (much like the fleuristes discussed in chapter 2).380 
While creating a paradise on a woman’s head, the designers aimed to evoke aesthetically 
pleasing elements naturally occurring in a leisurely garden atmosphere. 
 
Combining the luxurious materials of velvet and lace, the hat by Madame Louison (see 
below) also used plaited straw and the feathers of ostrich and egret. The combination 
symbolically connects the wearer and the natural world that supplied the materials, while 
applying a touch of luxury fabrics and man-made artistry. Orange plaited straw under a brim 
with an ivory silk drawstring lining in the crown, indicated on the museum object description, 
point to the attention to detail given to the lining of the hat, and to enhancing the luxurious 
experience of wearing the hat. Relative simplicity of the design did not take away from its 
appeal, and highlighted a tasteful combination of colours and ingenuity with which the 
elements were brought together. 
 
377 Grandtland, Robak, The Hatatorium, 47, 68; Maix, Histoire du Chapeau Féminin, 112; McDowell, Le chapeau 
et la mode, 101. 
378 Mendes, Haye, Fashion since 1900, 30. 
379 Chrisman-Campbell, "Hats off to Impressionism!" 37. 
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Figure 97. Madame Louison, ca. 1910, plaited straw, metallic lace; silk velvet ribbon, ostrich and egret 
feathers, 67.3cm circumference, 48.9 x 50.2 cm, Fine Art Museums of San Francisco. (Source: FAMSF, The 
Laura Dunlap Leach Collection) 
 
 
Figure 98. Caroline Reboux, ca.1900, pheasant "Lady Amherst," Musée des Arts Décoratifs. (Photo: Paris MAD) 
 
 
Caroline Reboux’s feathered hat features much more intricate plumage work. The layered 
feathers give the impression of a bird arranged over the hat, while its brim is small enough to 
hide underneath the feather structure. As a result, the design appears as a hat-shaped bird, 
with the blue and green echoing the colours of the outside and the natural world. The desire 
to evoke the idea of a natural paradise on a woman’s head comes back to the connection 
between woman and nature.  
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By 1900, the fashion industry was exterminating birds at an unprecedented rate. The New 
York paper, Christian Advocate, published an article in October 1899 expressing concerns at 
the environmental impact of the fashion race and craze. The paper states that the most in-
demand items were gulls, wings and quills, emphasising that the demand was being fed by 
inaccessibility.381 The greater the resistance to using bird trimmings in hat designs, the more 
desirable they seemed to become. The statistics quoted by the paper indicated that in 1898, 
35,000 birds of paradise and 2,200 packages of osprey plumes were sold in auction in only 
six days.382  
 
 
Figure 99. Michniewicz-Tuvée, ca.1905, beaver, ostrich 
feathers, artificial flowers, 12 x 52 x 51 cm, Fine Art 
Museums of San Francisco. (Source: FAMSF, Gift of 
M.H. de Young) 
 
Figure 100. Ida Margueritte, ca. 1905-1910, beaver 
plush, velvet felt, ostrich feathers, 12 x 43 x 47.5 cm, 
Fine Art Museums of San Francisco. (Source: FAMSF, 
Gift of Jane Scribner)
 
 
The fear of extinction of entire species for the purpose of high fashion was an already global 
issue, and it was not the first time that the millinery industry threatened the natural world. 
 
381 Springfield Republican, “The destruction of song-birds,” Christian Advocate (1866-1905), Oct 19, 1899, 74, 
42, American Periodicals, 1682. 
382 “The destruction of song-birds,” 1682. 
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The popularity of beaver hats in the 1600s had endangered the beaver population.383 
Michniewicz-Tuvée’s designs in beaver plush and ostrich feathers from the Fine Art 
Museums of San Fransicso suggest that this popularity had prevailed into the 1900s. The 
decoration of ribbons and artificial flowers are lifted with the use of ostrich feathers, while 
the beaver-fur ‘plush’ added an extra touch of perceived luxury. 
 
 
Figure 101. Esther Meyer, ca.1905, pheasant head, wings and feather, silk, velvet, 33 x 61 x 16 cm, Musée des 
Arts Décoratifs, Paris. (Photo: Paris MAD / Jean Tholance) 
 
 
  
Figure 102. Esther Meyer, 1905-1910, grebe body and feathers, rooster feathers, silk velvet, coated tulle, 46 x 
31 x 6 cm, Musée des Arts Décoratifs (Photo: Paris MAD / Jean Tholance) 
 
383 Hughes, Hats, 15. 
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The hats by Esther Meyer held at the Musée des Arts Décoratifs from the early 1900s suggest 
that environmental concerns were not stopping the Parisian hat designers. The pull was on 
between the desire to create fresh, more daring fashion design, and the real environmental 
issues that were threatening more than the biological constitution of the avian fauna. The 
English environmentalists were expressing their concerns about the owl population, as their 
feathers were becoming popular in hat trimmings; the impact of reduced populations was 
expected to adversely affect agriculture and farming, due to rodent infestations uncontrolled 
by the diminishing owl numbers.384 The rising concerns over the extermination of exotic bird 
populations led to the formation of England’s Royal Society for the Protection of Birds as 
early as 1889, followed by America’s Audubon Society in 1913.385 The Parisian hat industry 
was not bound by any government restrictions, and continued to utilise real birds in its 
designs,386 and in 1911 the number of birds exterminated for Parisian fashion industry was 
estimated at three hundred million.387 Coco Chanel, for example, was widely criticised for 
using copious amounts of feathers in her hat designs for “Coco Modes” boutique; the bunches 
of feathers were even called “birds’ nests”.388 The growing pressure on French modistes 
encouraged the creative use of domestic fowl and artificially made birds.389 
 
 
384 “The destruction of song-birds,” 1682. 
385 Chrisman-Campbell, "Hats off to Impressionism!" 39. 
386 Grandtland, Robak. The Hatatorium, 47. 
387 Chrisman-Campbell, "Hats off to Impressionism!" 39. 
388 Kimpton, Edwardian Ladies’ Hat Fashions, 322-323. 
389 Chrisman-Campbell, "Hats off to Impressionism!" 39. 
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Figure 103. Gordon Ross, “The woman behind the gun,” PUCK magazine, 1911 illustration. (Source: Online 
Catalogue, Library of Congress, Washington) 
 
 
The caricature by Scottish artist Gordon Ross, aimed at modistes who continued excessive 
use of feathers, shows a pile of dead birds at the feet of the “French milliner” (the label is 
visible on the side of one of the dogs with men’s faces). The feminine milieu of 
ornamentation is taken to extreme heights in order to satisfy the image of desirability and 
sensuality in the artist’s disturbing vision. 
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Figure 104. Chapeau Alphonsine, Les Modes, January 1903, 26. (Photo: Gallica, Bibliothèque Nationale de 
France) 
 
 
Figure 105. “Grand Album du chapeau 1909,” Chic 
Parisienne. (Source: Nicole le Maux, Modes de 
Paris: Histoire du chapeau féminin, (Paris: Editions 
Charles Massin, 2000), 131). 
 
Figure 106. Photo by Henri Manuel, “Chapeaux de 
Maison Dalnys,” Les Modes, November 1910, 30 
(detail). (Photo: Gallica, Bibliothèque Nationale de 
France)
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At the same time, advertisements of hats featuring full birds can easily be found in pre-war 
fashion media. The size of these hats rendered the wearer very noticeable, as did their 
exuberant decorations: “toque de skungs ornée d’une grosse cocarde en velours et chapeau 
relevé de mélusine blanche orne d’un hibou.”390 Such chapeaux were not necessarily 
recreating the exact image of the bird as it exists in its natural habitat. Rather its aim was to 
apply artistic licence to the bird as much as to the hat, in order to achieve a modern work of 
art, or in Michael Carter’s words, to create a “polar opposite” to the reality through 
ornamentation,391 using exoticism to emphasise the performative aspect of the hat. 
 
 
  
 
390 “toque hat with a closely turned up brim with a large velvet rosette, and a raised hat of white melusine 
pattern decorated with an owl,” Maux, Modes de Paris, 131. 
391 Carter, Putting a Face on Things, 124. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 
 
The pictorial representation of the hat over the first decade of the twentieth century 
underwent a transformation from the realistic depictions in academic art and photography, to 
the stylistically experimental representations of avant-garde art, to the extreme re-imaginings 
of caricaturists. At the same time the social etiquette of the Belle Epoque, dictating the 
necessity of headgear, was not only putting hats on display, but drawing attention to the 
wearer by merging the face and the hat into one unified entity.  
 
It has been argued that the ornamentation of the woman represented “the glamour and 
superficial excesses that money and modernity could buy,” with women symbolising 
luxury.392 Fuelled by the fast-paced fashion media, every Parisian woman wanted to 
transform into the élégantes scattered over the pages of fashion magazines, often aiming 
higher than their means allowed. Theatricality, induced by a hat, turned dance halls, 
racetracks and Parisian boulevards into fashion runways, where the artistry of creating, 
carrying and depicting a sculptural design on a woman’s head tied together the wearer, the 
fashion designer, and the artist. 
 
 
392 Garb, Bodies of Modernity, 82. 
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Figure 107. Kees Van Dongen, The Parisienne, 1910, oil on canvas, 61.9 × 50.8 cm, Virginia Museum of Fine 
Arts. (Photo: VMFA, accessed online 12 August 2019) 
 
 
The simplicity of the composition in Kees Van Dongen’s The Parisienne guides the viewer’s 
focus to the luxurious hat, decorated with a large white plume and luscious feathers all 
around the wide brim. The Parisienne’s elongated figure, echoed by the trees in the 
background, creates the impression of grandeur. As this Parisienne towers over the miniscule 
dog, she echoes another French commodity and fashionable symbol of modernity and 
progress – the Eiffel Tower.393 In a public setting that is almost as manicured as her 
appearance, this Parisienne is transformed from a woman into what Taxile Delord defined in 
Physiology of the Parisienne as “a myth, a fiction, a symbol” found in all places where 
women show themselves with grace, distinction and spirited elegance.394 
 
 
393 Garb, Bodies of Modernity, 117-119. 
394 Quote in Steele, Paris Fashion, 2017, 75. 
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By veiling the specific identity of the woman with her hat, Van Dongen allows her ‘self’ to 
transform through the ornamentation. The artist symbolically emphasises the definitions of 
urban modernity and fashionability through the painting of a hat that has the power to 
transform the entire woman. As the hat and its pictorial representation transform so vividly 
during the Belle Epoque, the hat itself is removed from its original (or previous) state through 
ornamentation, which parallels the experimental ‘ornamentation’ employed by artists in their 
pursuit of artistic transformation. 
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